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      There are a few terms/foreign words used throughout this novel the reader may or may not be familiar with. To assist the reader in enjoying their reading experience, the author includes the abridged glossary below.

      
        
        AMS: Acute Mountain Sickness, also referred to as HAPE (High Altitude Pulmonary Edema) or HACE (High Altitude Cerebral Edema), Hypothermia, and Khumbu Cough.

        Buff: An elastic band of head clothing that is used to ward off cold wind and dust to the face and head.

        Butter Tea: Traditionally made from tea leaves, yak butter, water, and salt.

        CamelBak: A portable water bladder with an attached drinking tube that fits in the pouch of a daypack or backpack.

        Chhaang: A traditional Nepalese beverage similar to beer. It is usually drunk at room temperature in summer, but it is often served hot in brass bowls or wooden mugs when the weather is colder.

        Chomolungma: Also known as Mount Everest or the Snow Goddess. The name means: Goddess Mother of Mountains.

        EBC: Everest Base Camp.

        Kaju Katli: Also known as kaju katari or kaju barfi, is an Indian dessert similar to barfi. Kaju means cashew nut in Hindi. Barfi is often, but not always, made by thickening milk with sugar and other ingredients (dry fruits and mild spices).

        Kat: Slang for Kathmandu.

        Lassi: A popular traditional yogurt-based drink from the Indian subcontinent. Lassi is a blend of yogurt, water, spices, and sometimes fruit.

        Mani walls: Stone plates, rocks, and/or pebbles inscribed with the six-syllabled mantra as a form of prayer in Tibetan Buddhism. Mani stones are intentionally placed along the roadsides and rivers, or placed together to form mounds or cairns, or sometimes long walls as an offering to spirits of the place.

        PA: Physician’s Assistant.

        Pukala: A traditional dish of boiled and fried variety of meats of the water buffalo.
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            JOHN

          

          POKHARA – APRIL 22

        

      

    

    
      John Patterson woke up in a fog. Putting his hands to his temples, he pushed away shoulder-length hair as his stomach churned. He’d managed to crawl in off the porch last night and find his way to the couch. After the banging between his ears eased, he opened his eyes. Yellow sunlight bathed the tiny spartan living room. Take-out containers, empty soda cans, and crumpled-up food wrappers were scattered on the threadbare carpet. An open pizza box sat on a wooden crate that filler in for a coffee table. A lingering odor of cold fried chicken, garlic potatoes, and curry permeated the room.

      He blinked and pushed himself upright and bent forward, causing his bladder to bear down on him. He sighed, went to stand and almost fell. He sat back looking for his prosthetic limb, which he kept nearby when he went to sleep, but it wasn’t there. He frowned.

      “Shit! God damn it,” he muttered. He slid down the couch away from the crate, rocked forward and got up. The journey down the hall to the bathroom would be like hopping through a minefield. The last thing he needed was to trip and plant his face on the floor. He palmed the wall as he went. Behind him, his cell phone rang. Whoever it was would have to wait. With a grunt, he shut the bathroom door behind him and navigated to the toilet. He needed something for his headache and the gnawing pain in his leg. Without looking up, he reached beside him and pawed through the collection of razors, tangled hair ties, and wadded tissues on the vanity. After knocking most of them in the sink or on the floor, he found his bottle of goodies. He tipped it, expecting to see a little white hand-pressed pill drop into his palm, but nothing rolled out. He stared down into the empty blue tube as his brain spun.

      Suddenly, the ache in his leg exploded into a rage. He flung the bottle at the wall in front of him and groped for the Tylenol, which, of course, tipped over, spilling its contents on the floor.

      “Shit!”

      He swept the remaining toiletries away, scattering them around the room.

      Get it together.

      He reached down beside him and picked up the scattered pills and hair ties within arm’s length. An hour later he had his leg on, bed made, and things picked up—maybe not shining clean, but presentable enough for his own tastes. He brushed the mud off the boots that were living in the kitchen sink, put them on, and opened the tiny refrigerator. There wasn’t much in it: a few forgotten leftovers, a carton of milk and a carton of eggs. He frowned.

      “Okay, eggs it is,” he muttered, and took them out along with the milk. As he scrambled up his breakfast in a cereal bowl, his phone went off again. He dug it out of his pocket and stared at the number flashing on the screen. Putting it on speakerphone, he forced a smile.

      “Frank!”

      “Hi John.”

      “What’s up?” John said, crossing his arms and leaning back against the stove. The last time they’d spoken had been in October right after Andersen had assigned him to run the Annapurna Circuit. Frank had shown up on his doorstep out of the blue, proposing that he run Khum Jung Mountaineering. Told him he could get back in the game. Run things as he saw fit.

      It had all sounded good until Frank said it was the least he could do to show his thanks for saving his life, as if he was trying to even the score. As if!

      “So, how you doing, John?”

      “I’m doing. You?”

      Frank paused. “Been better.”

      “I bet. I heard what happened up on the “Fall.” God-awful thing. I assume you were there?” John said, grabbing the carton of milk beside him. He popped it open and caught an unpleasant whiff.

      Damn it!

      “Unfortunately, yes.” There was a long pause as John dumped the spoiled milk down the drain. Finally, Frank lowered his voice. “John, Da-wa was roping the course at the time.”

      John blinked as the words rammed into him. He and Da-wa went back a ways, and although they’d parted on less than friendly terms, he still had high regard for the Sherpa. He leaned back against the stove and cleared his throat.

      “Damn. That sucks.”

      “Yeah, it does,” Frank said and paused before going on. “You probably heard about the meeting of the minds up on the mountain?”

      “A little. I guess things got a bit hot up there,” John said. He pulled out a battered frying pan and greased it up.

      “To say the least. You know as well as I the Sherpa are getting screwed. A death bennie of a million and a half rupees and a measly comp of forty thousand—are you kidding me? It’s next to nothing.”

      “Right,” John said, having a distinct feeling Frank was going to hit him up for something. He turned the knob on the stove, struck a match, and put it to the burner. When a flame popped up, he set the pan over it and sucked a lip.

      Wait for it.

      “Anyway, I’m trying to put together a fundraiser in Kat, so I’m hitting up all the outfits on the mountain. I called Terry, but I was directed to a Brandon Carson. Is Terry still at Andersen?”

      “Yeah, he’s there, but he’s not as involved as he used to be,” John said.

      “Really?”

      “Family issues, or so I’ve heard,” John said.

      “I guess that explains the run-around I got. So this Carson guy…he’s running things in Nepal, I take it?”

      “Something like that. Terry brought him on to evaluate our expeditions.” And screw with my life. “Another bean counter who only looks at the bottom line.”

      “Hence the lukewarm response I got,” Frank said. He paused then went on, “I know we haven’t always gotten along, but could you get me connected with Terry?”

      John rolled his eyes. “I’m not exactly on his speed-dial list, Frank. I’ve only seen him a few times over the last three years.”

      “Whatever you can do, I would really appreciate,” Frank said and paused again. “I’ve missed you on the mountain the last two years. Things aren’t the same without you stalking around up there.”

      “I bet,” John said, grabbing a spatula and folding the eggs in the skillet. “I’ll be back there soon enough.”

      “I’m sure you will. So, they’re keeping ya busy?”

      “Yep. They got me straightening things out on the Circuit now.”

      “That’s a two-hundred K hike.”

      “From what I hear,” John said, understanding the gist of Frank’s comment. But his leg could handle it. He turned off the stove and took a bowl out of the dish drainer. After he set it on the counter, he dumped his breakfast into it. “Hey, look, gotta get at the paperwork here. You know how it is—everyone wants to get paid. Anyway, I’ll do my best with Terry.”

      “Okay, and thanks. In any case, whether Andersen ponies up or not, I’ll save you a table at the event.”

      “You do that,” John said. “Later.”
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      John pulled his beaten, gray 2002 Santo sedan into the torrent of weaving motorbikes, cars, buses, and trucks heading east along the crumbling macadam road. As he drove past the shores of Phewa Tal, he was mindful of the surging crowds gathered around the end of the lake that reflected the white-capped mountains to the north. He rolled his window down and turned his radio on as he negotiated the madness of weaving traffic that obeyed only one law: keep moving.

      Fifteen minutes later, he parked outside a rundown, whitewashed stucco building with a ragged blue canvas canopy over the front entry. Overlooking the Seti Gandaki River, Sanjay’s internet café was a regular haunt for local guides, offering decent Nepali food and wireless internet connections, all at reasonable prices. When he opened the front door, he was met with a ubiquitous balsamic fragrance. He waved to one of the regulars and walked past a bank of desktop computers to the back of the room. There, he took a table near the sit-down dining bar.

      Unlike the touristy restaurants of Pokhara that were flush with hanging swag lamps, mandala tapestries and Brahma and Vishnu golden statuettes, Sanjay’s was understated—a few pictures of the mountains and Phewa Tal on the walls, solid hardwood tables and chairs, hardwood floors and a few large planters bearing leafy jade and philodendron in the corners.

      This was his office, so to speak. He spread out a map of the Annapurna region and opened his laptop while he waited for his sherpa assistant guides, Orson and Kembe, to arrive. As he went over the Circuit Trail map, Nabin rushed up to take his order. The rail-thin, coffee-skinned kid really didn’t need to ask what he wanted. John had been coming there almost daily for the better part of a year. But that was how the Nepali were: never leaving anything to chance.

      Nabin pulled out his pad and pencil. “Namaste, Mr. Patterson! Same as always?”

      John nodded. “Same as always. Is the man around?”

      “Ho, he in kitchen. You want me to get him for you?”

      “Yes, please.” John dug two one-thousand-rupee notes out of his wallet and tucked them into Nabin’s shirt pocket. “For your piggy bank,” he said, knowing the boy was saving every penny he could to attend the Nepalese Mountain Guide School.

      Nabin’s dark eyes lit up a broad smile flashed across his face. “Thank you, Mr. Patterson, thank you, thank you!”

      John put his hand up. “Nabin, how many times I got to tell you? There’s no need to thank me. And for God’s sake, you need to stop with the ‘Mr. Patterson’ bullshit. John works just fine, okay?”

      The boy nodded. “Okay, whatever you say, Mr. Patterson.”

      Whatever.

      John rolled his eyes and turned back to his computer, scrolling through his email. As usual, his mother had sent him her weekly note about the goings-on at home in Oak Creek, Colorado, land of the snow bunnies. He made a mental note to email her before he went to bed then sorted through the rest of the unsolicited spam. As he deleted the last of it, Sanjay showed up with his order.

      Besides owning the café, Sanjay had a side business in pharmaceuticals—homemade pharmaceuticals—some of which were herbals he sold openly and others that were sold more discretely. The latter consisted of opiates, which was John’s primary interest at that moment. He eyed the short, dark man who had a warm, friendly smile. Over the last year, the two of them had struck up more than a passing business relationship. They were friends, and John never saw Sanjay as anything less than an herbalist trying to provide for his family as well as for the locals who couldn’t afford the government-approved drugs.

      “Namaste, John. What can I do for you?” Sanjay said as he put a basket of roti with a bowl of lassi on the table.

      “Hey, Sanjay,” John said. Nabin hustled over with his Masala tea. The boy set it on the table and dashed away. John waited until Nabin was out of earshot then leaned forward. “My leg is killing me.”

      Sanjay wiped his hands on his apron. “John, you must be careful…”

      John put his hand up. “I know, I know, and I am. It’s just bothering me more than usual. Help me out, okay?”

      “I sorry, I have none to give just now. You come back later, maybe?”

      John gritted his teeth. “Yeah, sure,” he said, feeling his body tighten up. He sat back, tore off a piece of roti and dunked it in the yogurt and apricot-blended parfait.
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      When John looked up from his notes a couple hours later, Mick Hanson stood in front of him with a thick Pendaflex folder stuffed with paperwork pinned under his arm. John grinned at the man who worked for High Trails Adventures and motioned to Orson and Kembe, who had joined him an hour ago to hold off on filling him in on the logistics of the Circuit. He’d known Mick since he’d come to Nepal and counted him as the closest thing he had to a friend.

      Mick pulled a chair back, set his laptop and Pendaflex on the table. “Hey Nabin,” Mick called out sitting down, “a thermos of butter tea and a plate of kaju katli.”

      John shook his head. How Mick could stomach the combination of the gagging bitter brew and coma-inducing sweet-cakes was beyond him. Then again, not too many things were out of the burly man’s diet.

      “I see you’re doing your homework on the Circuit,” Mick said, nodding toward the maps.

      “Yeah. My punishment for being a Good Samaritan,” John said, and called Nabin over for a refill on his tea. “What happened to you last night?”

      “What do you mean?” Mick said.

      “You wimped out on me.”

      “Had a fire to put out,” Mick said as Nabin brought his order over. “You want a piece?” He pointed to one of the small diamond-shaped cakes on the plate.

      “Umm…no,” John said, clearing away a stack of papers in front of him. “This here is Sherpa Orson and Sherpa Kembe.”

      Mick put his hand out to the two men. “Hey.”

      They shook his hand but said nothing.

      “So what’cha think?” Mick said, nodding toward the Circuit map.

      “I think I’m being screwed up the a-hole, is what I think,” John said.

      “Don’t worry, you’ll get back to Everest,” Mick said. “Just have to give it time.”

      “My leg works just fine,” John said.

      “They just want to make sure you’re ready.”

      John scowled. “They? You mean Carson. He’s just looking for a way to shove me out the door. Sending me on this yellow brick road is his way of letting me know about it, too.” He paused. “No matter. So, High Trails is still planning on running all their treks?”

      Mick drilled a finger into his ear. “Yep…all except Everest.” He eyed the two sherpas critically, then went on, “It’s all a tizzy up there.”

      Orson nodded and finally said, “Government act like nothing happen. ‘Go climbing’ they say at EBC. No one care about sherpa side of story.”

      “I know,” Mick said, nodding in agreement, “and to my way of thinking you have a right to be raising a stink.”

      “We tired of Ministry dictating how things go,” Kembe put in. “All we want is what’s ours. No offense, but we fed up from being used by big companies and government.”

      Mick nodded. “Well, I can’t speak for anyone else, but High Trails treats our sherpas fair. The sad thing is, there’s a lot of folks up there who can’t see their hands in front of their faces which puts everyone at risk.”

      “Yeah, I know. I heard the ministry offered to raise the death benny to fifteen K,” John said, remembering what Frank had told him. He sipped his tea and waited to hear what Mick would say.

      “Yeah, big joke,” Orson said.

      “I agree, Orson,” Mick said. “Personally, some of these outfits shouldn’t be on the mountain. They have no interest in safety or who should climb or not; only the green that comes flowing in.” He took a drink of his butter tea. “And get this—I heard some idiot has contracted choppers to haul their sorry asses up over the Ice Fall to Camp 2 so they can continue a summit attempt. What the hell?”

      “You wouldn’t be talking about Andersen, now would you, good buddy?” John said.

      Mick cranked his brow up and eyed him with one of his did-you-really-just-say-that looks. He helped himself to another piece of cake. “Sure you don’t want a piece?”

      John shook his head. “I’ll pass.”

      Mick washed his cake down with a sip of tea and sat back with a speculative gaze. “You know, you could look elsewhere.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “What about Eckert? They’re a good outfit.”

      “They are, ‘cept they’re all filled out at the moment,” John said.

      Mick nodded. “Well, there’s always Frank’s offer.”

      “Out of the question, and let’s not go there again, okay?” John said, narrowing his gaze on the man. At length, he paused, sucked a sip of tea. “So, High Trails gonna go for an Annapurna summit?”

      “Yeah, in the fall. I’ll be running Base Camp,” Mick said and bit into a piece of his kaju katli. “In the meantime, they got me training a couple new guys for the Circuit.”

      “Better you than me,” John said and chuckled.

      Mick flipped him the bird. “Well, at least one of them is experienced. Came from the States. California, I think. The other one’s from Nevada,” he said, and helped himself to the last piece of dessert. He bit into it and said, “The California kid even has an Everest summit under his belt.”

      “No shit,” John said, sitting back. A queer feeling ran through him. “When’d he summit?”

      Mick wiped his mouth with a napkin. “2011, I think. Hey, that was the year you—”

      “Yeah. Don’t remind me,” John said. The uneasy feeling intensified and for a moment he didn’t know why, only that his breath quickened with dread. And then it hit him.

      No f’ing way.

      “You know which company he climbed with?”

      Mick sat back looking off for some time as John’s heart thumped. Finally, the man rubbed his chin and shook his head. “Geeze, you know I can’t remember.”

      John closed his eyes, trying to shoo the bad feeling away. He waved his hand. “No matter. So, want to hit the Golden Monkey tonight for a few?”

      “Yeah, why not?” Mick said.

      John turned toward Orson and Kembe. “I believe we’re done here.”

      The sherpas pushed back their chairs and stood. Orson said, “So, we meet you next week for first Circuit run?”

      “Wouldn’t miss it,” John said as the men headed for the front door.

      When they were alone, Mick glanced toward the door the sherpas left through and said, “Good men there, Shanks. They’ll do you good.”

      “Yeah, I think so,” John said. “Well, I got to be heading out. Till tonight then, and don’t be late.”

      “Not if you’re buying, I won’t be,” Mick said. He grabbed his Pendaflex and got up, then wrinkled his brow. “Hold on, wait a minute. It just came to me.”

      John gathered his paperwork and shut his laptop. “What?”

      “The guy you just asked me about.” Mick opened his Pendaflex and slid a handful of documents out as John looked on. Rifling through them, he came to a sheet that caught his attention and pulled it out. “Here it is…says here he was with Khum Jung Mountaineering. Name’s Greg Madden.”

      John felt hot blood rush into his face.

      Son of a bitch!
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            MICHELLE

          

          CORNWALL, CANADA – MAY 3

        

      

    

    
      Michelle dragged her daypack off the kitchen table and slung it over her shoulder. “Come, Merlin,” she called to her girlfriend’s chocolate Lab who was watching her from the kitchen archway. She opened the door to the attached garage of her one-story ranch and waited for him to scoot through. Outside, Cam was loading the last of their hiking gear into an idling 2015 Highlander. Michelle took one last look around the kitchen, making sure she wasn’t forgetting anything, then grabbed her hiking poles. After locking up, she joined the woman she’d known for over twenty-five years.

      “So, grab coffee at Ernie’s?” Cam said as Merlin jumped into the back seat.

      Michelle threw her pack in the back of the car and shut the tailgate. Looking up at the cloudless blue sky, she breathed deep and wondered if she’d break down once she was out on the trail. Hiking in the wilderness of Algonquin Provincial Park had been her special time with her husband Adam, but with him gone now, she wondered how she’d react. She shut the tailgate and put on a smile. “Perfect!”

      Cam hopped in the driver’s seat, and as Michelle got in, she put her long blond hair up. Slipping her Expos cap on, she entered their destination into her GPS. “Got your passport, right?”

      “Right here,” Michelle said, patting the breast pocket of her trail jacket. “Looks like we have a good day for it.”

      Cam buckled up, put the car in gear, and they were off for the hour-and-a-half jaunt over the border to Saranac Lake in the States. There, they’d hike the Ampersand Trail. Training for the real stuff, Cam called it—the real stuff being the Himalayas. When Cam suggested they travel to Nepal to fulfill Adam’s bucket list wish, she was all in, even though the idea of traveling halfway around the world scared her.

      Michelle could still see the intense gaze coming back from her sister-in-law’s bright hazel eyes. He would’ve wanted this!

      And Cam was right!

      Despite losing her brother and going through her own grief, Cam had never wavered in her support for Michelle. She was the one who forced her out of the house on weekends: took her on field trips, to dinner, or just anywhere to hang out and talk. And what was more, Cam never tried to fix her, but instead just listened when she blamed herself for what happened on the day Adam was taken away from her. Cam was the one who kept her from sliding off into the abyss when the world turned into a shitstorm.

      “So,” Cam said, “you’ll never believe who messaged me this morning.”

      Michelle assumed it was a guy and shrugged. Cam had so many of them chasing her, she needed a scorecard. “I haven’t a clue, who?”

      Cam shot her a sideways glance. “Matt. Remember him?” she said.

      Michelle cocked her brow, remembering Cam telling her about the date from Hell whose idea of an outing was a jaw-jarring ride on the back of his all-terrain four-wheeler through the forest. “You mean Lumberjack Boy?”

      “One and the same. The caveman wanted to know what I was up to.”

      “Did you answer him?”

      “Nooo,” Cam said. She was quiet a moment, then in a brittle tone, added, “I think I need to give up dating for a while. There’s just nothing out there worth it.”

      Now it was Michelle’s turn to be quiet. Cam was venting, but she knew she wasn’t serious. Not that Cam dated anything that walked upright, but still!

      Cam tightened her jaw. “You think I’m kidding.”

      “No,” Michelle said and smiled.

      “What?”

      “Nothing,” Michelle said.

      Cam eyed her and sighed. “You’re probably right.”

      “About what?”

      “What you’re thinking. That I like it a little too much.”

      Michelle shrugged. “You could be a little more selective. I mean, mind-blowing sex alone does not make for a meaningful relationship.”

      “I know…I know. And hey, I’m picky!” Cam protested.

      “Right.”

      They were quiet a moment. Finally, Cam said, “There’s Ernie’s.”

      Cam pulled in and they ordered a couple of coffees along with a sausage biscuit for Merlin from the drive-thru. Once they were off again, Cam said, “So, I’m all set.”

      Michelle tossed the biscuit wrapper in a trash bag. “All set with what?”

      Cam shook her head. “Duh, the paperwork for the trip. Insurance, paying off Andersen?”

      “Oh, yeah. All set,” Michelle said. She sipped her coffee as a recurring vision of them searching for their Andersen connection at a strange airport where no one spoke a lick of English flashed before her. She’d never traveled abroad, and the thought of being swept away in a sea of humanity to God knows where unsettled her. It was a dark thought she’d been keeping to herself for some time, but as the date of the trip loomed ahead, it began to assert itself more and more.

      She took a deep breath, trying to squash her anxiety. “So, do we know how many guys are in our tour group yet?”

      Cam fidgeted in her seat as they fell in line with traffic that was slowing down at the border crossing. “I think all of them are guys except us, but I can’t be sure. Grab my passport from my purse, would you? It’s right on top.”

      Michelle sighed as she dug Cam’s passport out and added her own with it.

      “What?”

      “Oh…nothing. Just thinking.”

      “About what?” Cam said, taking a sip of her coffee.

      Michelle looked off at the other cars crowding around the border patrol booths, wondering if she should say anything. They’d had similar conversations about her concerns in the past, and always Cam had made light of her worries. But the reality was, since Adam had died, she hadn’t laced her hiking boots up once. Finally, she said, “I’m nervous about slowing everyone down.”

      “Oh, please. No one’s in a race to get around the Circuit, ‘Chelle.”

      “Maybe, but I’m sure I’ll bog everyone down,” she said.

      Cam huffed. “You need to let go of that before you drive both of us crazy. You’ll be just fine,” she said as the car currently at the border patrol booth was waved through. Putting the car in drive, she pulled ahead.

      The interrogation with the tall Border Control officer, whose dark brown eyes glanced up and down Cam’s body, was brief. Even so, Michelle was fairly sure Cam was aware of his looking her over by the way her voice softened in answering him. After they were waved through and on their way to Saranac, Michelle said, “You sure know how to manage the border boys. I get the full deal coming through customs and they just wave you on through.”

      Cam shrugged. “Most of them just want their egos stroked.” She broke into a wicked smile and added, “Among other things.”

      “Oh my God, did you just say that?”

      Cam smirked. “I think I just did.”

      “You are so bad,” Michelle said, then burst out laughing. But deep inside, she envisioned Cam on the trail surrounded by the guys while she brought up the rear alone.
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      They drove into the depths of the Adirondack Park on a winding road that snaked through the towering spruce and pine. As they drove, veering east through the isolated villages of Gabriels and Harrietstown, Michelle tried to ease her anxious mind. She knew she was catastrophizing (Cam’s word for it) and that all of her worst fears had never come to pass.

      Five miles later, they were driving through the dense wood, and by the time they came to the village of Saranac Lake, the sun was high in a cloudless blue sky. Cam pulled off the main road that bordered the sparkling blue lake and parked next to a country store/gas station. While Cam went inside, Michelle waited with Merlin, watching people going in and out of the quaint roadside shops bellying up to the lake.

      When Cam came back out and joined her, they looked over the water where jet skis were darting back and forth. Michelle tilted her head back and took a breath of the pine-scented air.

      Cam tapped Michelle on the arm. “I believe that’s our destination,” she said, pointing to the rising treed landscape overlooking the lake.

      Michelle followed the leading edge of the ridge that rose above the lesser peaks and nibbled her lip.

      “What?” Cam said as Merlin sat beside them, sniffing the air.

      “Nothing.”

      “Don’t you worry. You’ll do just fine,” Cam said, turning toward her. She put her hand on Michelle’s shoulder and stared her in the eye. “This is for Adam, never forget that.”

      “I know,” Michelle said and steeled herself.

      Cam gave Michelle’s shoulder a squeeze. “You’ve worked hard in the gym. You’re in good shape. Come on, let’s go. Daylight’s wasting.”

      While Michelle couldn’t argue about her being in better shape lately, she still worried. It had been two years since she had been on a real trail, before…. Her breath caught as the thought passed through her like a knife.

      I’m not going to go down this dark well—not now!

      Michelle closed her eyes and swallowed the heartbreaking image of her husband, forcing it back to the private place in her heart where she held him safe.
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      Ampersand’s beaten trail beat a level path under the forest canopy for the first kilometer before taking to a moderate uphill slope. As she followed it with Merlin dashing back and forth on the trail, Michelle gazed at the sea of green ferns and trillium that dominated the understory. Here and there, fallen trees and decaying stumps poked up through the sun-dappled verdant blanket. Above, squirrels raced along the clacking branches and birds flitted from limb to limb. The whine of insects permeated the spring air that was warming up. Cam, who was walking ahead, stopped and waited for her to catch up.

      “The trail’s busy this morning,” she said, nodding at the group of teens who’d just tromped past them.

      Michelle watched the barelegged girls marching ahead with tank-topped boys leading the way. The majority of them were wearing sneaks and ankle socks. A couple of them carried backpacks. Michelle shook her head and waved a couple of black flies away from her face.

      “They’re gonna get torn up pretty good.”

      “Oh, yeah,” Cam said, bending over and retying her boot. She looked up at Michelle. “Say nothing of ending up with a blister or two. City kids, probably.”

      Michelle was quiet a minute. All of a sudden, she was noticing things that were bringing back memories of Adam. Images of Adam in his dress blues, of him stepping off the military transport plane into her arms, of them hiking the Seaway Trail, camping in the provincial park and canoeing—things they’d still be doing if she hadn’t forgotten to get gas that fateful morning.

      They started off again, walking at a steady pace as Merlin bounced ahead. Sometimes they passed people who were admiring the forest until at last the ground ramped up to a steep rocky incline. As it did, they met strewn boulders. Poling along, Cam led the way, her long legs able to bridge the substantial stepped heights of the helter-skelter stone riprap. Michelle tacked her way up behind her and after a solid hour of uphill going, they took a moment to relax and slake their thirst.

      Michelle sat on one of many boulders marching up the ragged mount and mopped a river of sweat off her face. Looking up, she hoped to find the top. They’d been climbing for what felt like forever, and she was ready to get off this winding, steep trail cutting into the mountain.

      Cam dropped her daypack beside her and leaned against a thick maple. “You okay?” she said, digging a bag of trail mix out of her pack.

      “Yeah, I’m good. How much farther, you think?” Michelle said as Merlin bounded back from above where he’d been exploring. The dog nestled beside Cam, his tongue lolling and tail wagging.

      Cam looked upward. “Don’t know,” she said. “Can’t be too much farther.”

      “I’ll be glad to get into open air.”

      “I hear that,” Cam said, stepping up to Michelle. She offered the bag of trail mix to Michelle. “Want some?”

      Michelle dug in and grabbed a handful. She glanced at Adam’s sister from the corner of her eye, put her hand over Cam’s and smiled.

      “What?”

      “Nothing. I was just thinking how good it is to be out here. I’ve missed the woods.”

      Cam studied her a moment with a crooked smile. Finally, she said, “Yes it is, and we better get moving before the bugs find us.”
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      An hour later, Michelle sat on the undulating granite slabs of Ampersand’s summit overlooking the rolling land of spiked pine and spruce. Beside her, Cam sat cross-legged near the edge of the down-sloping rock that dove into the forest.

      The last hundred meters up the side of the mountain had tested Michelle, but she was proud of herself, despite being scared a couple of times when the trail turned into a wreck of fallen trees and slick-faced boulders. Her reward was an angry red scrape above her ankle, which she was presently dealing with.

      Cam nodded at Michelle’s leg and then at her woolen sock lying beside her. “You’re not wearing liners?”

      “Couldn’t find any,” Michelle said, digging a bandage out of her pack. She peeled the tabs off and fixed it over the sore, hoping the field dressing would get her down the mountain. “Don’t worry, I’ll be fine.” She stretched her injured leg out, buttoned her canvas med kit up and put it away.

      “Okay. Keep an eye on it, though,” Cam said as Merlin came loping back from another exploration. She looked off toward Mount Marcy and was quiet for some time. Finally, she said, “It’s beautiful up here, don’t you think? I can only imagine what it’ll be like in Nepal.”

      Michelle pulled a ham sandwich out, ignoring the dog’s hopeful gaze, and took a bite. “The people where I work think I’m nuts going there, except my boss, Don. Which is a good thing because we’re gone for a month. Speaking of which, how did the partners take your news?”

      Cam smiled. “Like a baby takes a bottle.”

      “I should have you break the news to my brother and dad,” Michelle said, and smiled.

      “Well, my family isn’t high on me going either. But hey, I’m not a kid anymore. I’m 43,” Cam said and grabbed a sandwich from her pack and unwrapped it. “Hey, wait, you haven’t told them yet?”

      Michelle shrugged. “Umm…nope, not until I’m ready,” she said.

      “Oh my God! Really?”

      “Yep. You know CJ. He’ll go off like a Roman candle, and I’m not interested in dealing with it until I’m ready. Don’t worry, we’re good,” Michelle said, and petted Merlin. Then, sensing the time was right to bring up the phone call, she added, “By the way, he phoned me last night.”

      “Oh? And?”

      “He mentioned there’s a house near his neighborhood for sale. Told me he’d buy it and give it to me if I moved up north.”

      Cam’s eyes widened. “Why?”

      Michelle looked off. “He wants his family around him, says he’s worried about Dad, especially after his heart attack. I know what you’re thinking. Don’t worry. I’m not going.”

      “Still, your father would love having you nearby.” Cam was quiet a moment, then added, “What’s Monica have to say about it?”

      “Don’t know,” Michelle said, trying to hide her reservations toward her brother’s wife. “She probably likes the idea of me being there so she can have CJ back to herself.”

      “Don’t sugarcoat it,” Cam said. “We both know Monnie wants you to daddy-sit.”

      Michelle couldn’t argue with that. “You think?”

      Cam rolled her eyes. “Daddy’s little princess.”

      There was that. Monica was spoiled growing up and had a sense of entitlement. For the life of her, Michelle couldn’t understand what CJ saw in her. Then again, CJ had been driven to make something of his life after putting his family through hell, and marrying into the Mannington family had gone a long way in doing that. Michelle supposed she couldn’t blame him.

      That Monica had given CJ two beautiful children, even though they were a tad spoiled (okay, a lot spoiled) sealed the deal. But he was a good father and he grounded his children in a world of glitter that spun around them like so many sugarplums on Christmas morning.

      Cam took a bite of her lunch, looked toward the valley below and said, “What did you tell him?”

      “Nothing…yet,” Michelle said and cleared her throat. “Hey, wanna get a room in town and drive back tomorrow?”

      Cam turned back with a start. “That sounds great except what do we do with Merlin?” She tilted her head toward the dog.

      “Oh…yeah, right,” Michelle said, and pulled Merlin tight to her. “I’m sorry buddy. Your auntie wasn’t thinking, was she?” The dog bent his head back, trying to lick her face.

      “Hey, I have an idea,” Cam said.

      “What’s that?”

      “What about my place? The wine’s free there, too.”

      “Hmm…I like that idea,” Michelle said. “And we can stop at Bernie’s on the way back and pick up takeout. I’ll buy.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” Cam said.
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      They ran into torrential rain on the way home and by the time they pulled into Cam’s driveway, the scrape on Michelle’s leg was a raging fire. She opened the car door and stepped out into the cool, damp evening with Merlin piling out behind her. As she did, she sucked a breath and gritted her teeth.

      Cam grabbed the takeout and headed for her side door. Unlocking it, she pushed it open and glanced back, catching Michelle limping after her. “You gonna make it, Hop-Along?”

      “Very funny,” Michelle grumbled as she ducked in behind her. “I think I screwed up royally.”

      “Ya think? You could have told me you needed liners this morning when we left and I would have stopped at TrailTown, you know.”

      “I know. I just didn’t want to hold us up,” Michelle said as she plopped down with a grimace onto one of Cam’s kitchen chairs. Bending over, she untied the laces and tugged her boots off. As she did so, Cam glanced at the bloodstained sock that covered the bandage on the side of her leg.

      “Ouch! Sit right there and I’ll go grab my med kit and get you cleaned up,” Cam said setting their takeout on the kitchen table. A minute later, she was back with a small plastic case and a large towel tucked under her arm.

      “Merlin, stop sniffing around that table,” she said to the dog as she slid her hands into a pair of latex gloves. The dog darted glances between their takeout and them, then reluctantly retreated to the corner of the room. Cam kneeled before Michelle, placed the towel under her foot, and peeled the sock off, revealing the bloody bandage. Sitting back, she sighed and looked up guardedly.

      “What?” Michelle said.

      Cam turned the leg into the light. The area around the blister was swollen and red. “I’ll do what I can, but tomorrow we’ll need to get you to the clinic and have this looked at,” she said, dousing a cotton ball with peroxide. She pulled the bandage away and exposed the wound. “This is going to sting a bit.”

      Michelle looked down as Cam lifted her foot. As she dabbed the Q-tip on the wound, Michelle jerked her foot back and winced. “Easy there, Nurse Ratched!”

      “Hold still,” Cam said.

      “Sorry, but easy, okay,” Michelle said.

      Cam took hold of her leg and went about cleaning out the wound. “You’re going to need to stay off this for the rest of the night.”

      “So, no shower?” Michelle said. She gritted her teeth while she watched Cam cut away a shriveled flap of skin.

      “‘Fraid not,” Cam said looking over her work. She reached into her case and pulled out a surgical sponge and tamped the area around the wound lightly, then slathered ointment on it. “We’ll let it drain for a bit then I’ll bandage it up.”

      “What about a bath…if I keep my foot out of the water,” Michelle said.

      Cam sat back on her heels. “I suppose that’d be okay. Just be careful.” She put her medical stuff away and got up. “You need help getting to the bathroom?”

      “No, I think I can make it,” Michelle said and got up.

      “Okay, I’m gonna grab a fresh towel for you and get you a robe,” Cam said and headed down the hallway. Over her shoulder, she added, “Remember what I said, keep that hoof out of the water.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Michelle shed her clothes and was about to toss them in a white wicker hamper when Cam knocked on the door. Thinking nothing of it, Michelle told her to come in.

      “Here, let me take those from you,” Cam said, hanging a dark blue robe on the back of the door and reaching out for Michelle’s pants and shirt. Michelle handed them off and turned to draw a bath. As she did, she heard Cam come in. Flashing her a smile, Cam handed her a handful of bath beads then left.

      Michelle dashed them in the water and watched it bubble up as she tied her hair back. Before long, the bathroom was saturated with lavender scents. She straddled the rim of the oval garden tub, careful not to get her wounded ankle wet, and sank down into bliss. For a minute, she lay there submerged with her eyes closed, breathing in the floral-scented water.

      The door opened again and Cam came in with a couple glasses of wine. “Takeout’s in the oven keeping warm. Thought I’d bring some wine in and get our party started.”

      “Oh, this is perfect. Thanks,” Michelle said, taking the glass. She took a sip, savoring a hint of peach.

      “You want the lights dimmed?” Cam said. “It’s a bit bright, don’t you think?”

      Michelle shrugged. “Sure, why not.”

      A moment later, the room was lit in a soft yellow glow. “So, how’s the water?” she said, taking a seat on the toilet next to the tub.

      “Heavenly.”

      Cam sipped her wine and ran her finger through the water. “It is nice. Think I’ll be taking one later myself.” She was quiet a moment, as if debating something. Finally, she said, “You making out okay financially?”

      “Yeah,” Michelle said. “I’m okay.” She looked at her best friend who was sipping her wine. Cam had been on her own since forever. “Can I ask you a question?”

      “Shoot.”

      “You ever get lonely?”

      Cam shrugged. “On occasion.”

      They were both silent a moment as Nora Jones’s voice floated out from the other room. Finally, Cam said, “It gets easier with time.”

      But Michelle wasn’t so sure it would ever get easier for her. Yet, she couldn’t see herself with anyone else but Adam. “I guess.”

      Cam tilted her head and peered down at her. “It’s not easy for you, I know.” She looked away a moment. “I miss him, too.”

      “I know.”

      Cam turned back. “You need to get out there again. It’s been two years, ‘Chelle. I know how much you loved my brother, but he’s gone.”

      “I know, I know.” Michelle sighed. “But I wouldn’t know where to start, and to be honest, I’m not ready.”

      Cam pursed her lips. “You keep telling yourself that and you’ll end up alone.” She paused. “You might not believe this, but it’s possible to fall in love again. All you have to do is make yourself available. They can’t find you if you’re hiding in your house all the time.”

      Michelle frowned. “I get out.”

      “Yeah, when I drag you.”

      Michelle looked away. She couldn’t argue with that. But a parade of men running through her life? She didn’t think so. It wasn’t who she was, or ever had been. She turned back. “I’m not a bar hopper like you.”

      “Who says I’m a bar hopper?” Cam said. “I go out with friends. Have a good time. Sometimes, I meet someone. See where it goes.”

      “Sometimes?” Michelle said and smiled.

      “Okay, a lot of times. Point is, I put myself out there.”

      Michelle thought about putting herself out there. She was no Cam, didn’t have the long legs and curves, the attributes that summoned men effortlessly. She forced a smile. “I’ll think about it.”
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      In the depths of sleep, John heard a soft ringing, growing steadily until his eyes opened. He lay a second in the dark, coming to himself, then groped for the phone on the nightstand beside his bed. Something hit the floor in the process, click-clacking as it rolled away. Blinking at the blurred number flashing on the screen, he answered.

      “John, it’s Peg,” his sister said. Her voice was jittery and rushed.

      “Yeah, I see that.” He pulled the phone away from his ear and looked at the time. 2:00 a.m. “You know I’m twelve hours ahead of you, right?”

      “John, listen to me. It’s Mom. She’s had a stroke.”

      It took a moment for the words to register. He’d just spoken with his mother not two days ago, enduring fifty minutes of the latest gossip about Oak Creek’s mucky-mucks. He sat up. “Stroke? What the hell you talking about? When?”

      “This morning. I found her on the floor when I came to take her grocery shopping. I’ve been in the hospital ever since.” She paused and he heard her take a shaky breath. “John, she’s in the ICU and she’s not good. Can you come home?”

      “Umm…yeah, yeah. I’ll…I’ll book a flight as soon as I can,” he said, trying to wrap his head around this whirlwind that had just blown into his life. All at once, his world narrowed into one focused point. His mother. He tried to think, but it was like swimming in molasses.

      “John, John you there?” Peg said.

      “Yeah…I was just trying to sort things out,” he said, scrambling to get control of the situation. He raked his fingers through his hair, adding the flight hours and subtracting a day. But his math depended on a perfect world where everything ran smoothly. In Nepal, things ran on their own time and sometimes, no time at all. At last, he said, “If I can make the flight out of Pokhara to Kat, I can make the Hong Kong to Denver leg this afternoon and get to you by six tomorrow morning your time.”

      “Okay. When you get flight numbers and times, let me know and I’ll have Mom’s girlfriend, Helen, pick you up at the airport.”

      John leaned over and reached to the foot of the bed for his prosthetic. As he dragged it next to him, he said, “I’ll call you when I hit Hong Kong. I should know my ETA then.”

      “Sounds good. And John…”

      “Yeah?”

      “Hurry.”

      Frazzled, John ended the call, threw a change of clothing and a few incidentals into his day-pack and got dressed. First thing was to check his credit card balance and find a flight. He booted his laptop up and logged onto his account. Thirty-two hundred and change, more than enough to get home. Next, he searched for a flight to Kat. He groaned. Even if he got to Kat with three hours to spare, the circuslike atmosphere at Tribhuvan International Airport guaranteed he’d need a minor miracle to make the trans-Pacific connection to San Francisco.

      He scrolled down the list of departure times on Buddha Airline’s website and found a flight leaving at 7:37 a.m., arriving in Kathmandu at 8:05 a.m. Dragon Airlines—a partner with Cathay-Pacific—had a flight leaving for Hong Kong out of Kathmandu at 11:15 p.m. It was a super tight connection, considering he was going to have to switch terminals—if you could call Tribhuvan’s antiquated masonry building a terminal.
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      At 6:30 a.m., John’s taxi pulled up to the front entry of Pokhara’s regional airport. He paid the driver, grabbed his day pack and got out to hoof it into the crowded terminal that was humming with tourists and trekkers heading to Kathmandu, Jomsom, and Manang. As he waited in a long queue to get his boarding pass, he pulled his phone out and dialed his sister. Although he’d said he’d call her in Hong Kong, he had to know if anything had changed with their mother. After giving her his flight itinerary, he pressed her for news and found out Mom had stabilized—at least for the time being—but the doctors cautioned against hope for a recovery. A CT scan revealed another embolism deep within the temporal lobe that was inoperable.

      John’s shoulders sagged after he hung up. His mother was going to die. This was impossible! The thought of her not being in the world was incomprehensible. He felt untethered and suddenly adrift in his own life, and it frightened him. Until now, he’d always considered himself independent and in control. But now, life had jumped the tracks. Esther May Patterson, retired school bus driver, librarian for Oak Creek Elementary, church deacon, and everyone’s favorite mother was going to die. It was as if someone had ripped his guts out, and he found it hard to breathe as he stepped ahead in line.
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      The runway of Denver International Airport raced up beneath John’s passenger window. Remarkably, the travel gods had smiled on him and he’d been able to make his connection in Kathmandu to Hong Kong with five minutes to spare. Now, twenty-one hours later, he was back in the States, feeling as if he’d been dragged through a knothole. When the plane made the gate, he collected his daypack from the overhead compartment and waited with his phone glued to his ear as the passengers deplaned onto the jetway.

      “I’m down,” he said to his sister. “How’s Mom?”

      “Hanging in there. How was the flight?”

      “Long. At least I didn’t get hung up at customs. Is my ride here?” Having never met Helen or, for that matter, any of his mother’s girfriends since he’d taken the job with Andersen eighteen years ago in pursuit of his dreams, he asked what the woman looked like.

      “Helen should be waiting at baggage. She has shoulder-length brown hair, oversized glasses, and she’s wearing a bright red sweater. I gave her a sign with your name on it so you should be able to find her pretty easily.”

      “Okay, I’ll be there as quick as I can,” he said, following the moving passengers off the plane. “See you in forty-five.”

      He ended the call and marched past the deplaning passengers into the bustling, carpeted concourse. The escalators leading to the baggage claim on the ground floor were several gates down the long sprawling terminal. Slinging his daypack over his shoulder, he made a beeline toward them, weaving in and out of the sea of humanity. Suddenly, he was rushing forward, faster than he should on his prosthetic and he would’ve taken a tumble had he not caught himself at the last minute on one of the large round columns stretching to the terminal’s vaulted ceiling. Clinging to its smooth metal surface, he huffed as people darted glances his way.

      God damn it!

      He sucked a breath and forced himself onward to the escalator leading to the baggage claim. Stepping onto it, he peered down over the rail, searching for a woman with a red sweater and a sign among the scattered crowds heading for their destinations. He found her standing on the fringe of the baggage carousels. When she saw him coming down the escalator, she raised her sign.

      “You’d be John, I assume,” she said after he made his way to her.

      “Yep, Helen?” John said, catching a faint hint of a British accent.

      She held her hand out. “Pleased to meet you. Tell you what: I’ll go fetch my car while you collect your luggage.”

      John shook his head. “No need to. Got it right here,” he said, patting the daypack on his shoulder. “Let’s go.”

      

      Helen steered her lime-green Ford Focus past the line of waiting taxis and security vehicles in front of the entry terminal. As she went, John stared out his passenger-side window, barely noticing the idling cars dropping off or picking up friends and family from their flights. Five minutes later, they were motoring down Pena Boulevard to the 470 expressway with her giving him a rundown of her friendship with his mother, telling him how they’d met and what a good friend she’d been to her after losing her husband to colon cancer.

      John nodded, trying to be polite, but his mind was focused on getting to his mother. He wished she’d pick up her speed and glanced at the speedometer. She was doing sixty in a seventy-five, and cars were flying past them like they were standing still. He pulled his phone out and dialed his sister. When she answered, he said, “Hey, we’re on our way.”

      “Oh, good, you found Helen. Mom’s hanging in there, so take your time.”

      John glanced over at Helen, whose dark blue eyes were focused on the road ahead. He made his tone urgent. “Yeah, we’re coming as quick as we can.” But if Helen heard him, she wasn’t letting on. The needle remained pinned on sixty. So much for that idea, he thought.

      Peg said, “John, didn’t you hear me? Everything’s okay. She’s not in any danger right now.”

      He looked up and saw their exit for Route 2 coming up in one mile. “Yeah, I know. Coming up on the 2 in a minute. See you in fifteen.” He ended the call, slipped his phone back in his pocket, and drummed his fingers on the armrest as the sprawling factory parks and low-rise office buildings slid past his window.

      Helen looked over at him as they came to the interchange. “Don’t fret. We’ll get there just fine, I promise.” She paused as they followed the line of cars exiting the highway then said, “So, your mum told me you work in Nepal. How did you ever end up there?”

      “I’m an expedition leader,” John said. “I went there because that’s where the real mountains are.”

      She turned onto the southbound lane of Route 2 and, picking up speed, went on, “But don’t we have mountains here? Some pretty big ones, I might say.”

      John almost smiled. “The ones around here are nothing but hills compared to what’s over there.”

      “So, what’s an expedition leader do?” she said.

      “Depends on what the expedition is for,” he said, and remembered he was supposed to meet Orson and Kembe in four days. He pulled his phone out and typed a quick note to self to let them know he wouldn’t be there to meet them at the bus.

      She was quiet a moment, then said, “I see. And what kinds of expeditions do you lead?”

      “Summit attempts,” John said, putting his phone away.

      “So, you’re a climber. My goodness! Your mum never told me that. What mountains have you climbed? Everest?” She said the mountain’s name almost as if she was afraid to hear the answer.

      John eyed her, dismissing the awestruck expression on her round face. “As a matter of fact, yes.”

      She turned to him, and her eyes were large behind her oversized round-rimmed glasses. “Good Lord, young man. If I was your mum, I’d be worried sick.”

      “She doesn’t,” John said as she turned onto East Hale Parkway and headed to the hospital around a sweeping tree-lined bend. “And I aim to keep it that way.”

      “Well, not to worry. She won’t hear anything from me,” she said pulling into the hospital entrance. She drove up to the front door and stopped. “Her room’s on the fourth floor. 4132. Off you go. I’ll park and be up in a bit.”

      He grabbed his pack, got out, and found his way up to the fourth floor. His sister was at the nursing station talking with a nurse. When she saw him, she broke off the conversation and hurried into his arms, clutching him tight to her feather-light body. For a minute he thought the worst had happened, that their mother had suddenly passed, but when she pulled back and studied him with her soft blue eyes, he relaxed and drank in the long Patterson family face. She’d lost weight she didn’t need to lose since the last time he saw her three years ago.

      At last, she patted his shoulder. “Come.”

      She led him down the hallway under the hum and glare of fluorescent lights, past idle x-ray machines, portable medical documentation stations, and janitorial carts to the wide sliding glass doors of their mother’s ICU room. When he peered through them, he shuddered. His mother’s ageless, everpresent upright posture had melted into a limp wraith-like form on the bed. He glanced at his sister as the full weight of the impending future settled on his shoulders. She pressed her pencil-thin lips together, and the look of pity, acceptance, and sorrow in her eyes struck him like a fist barrelling into his chest. Suddenly, his legs wouldn’t move and his throat tightened.

      His sister drew a breath then straightened her shoulders. Though he’d never admit it to anyone, she was the strong one—the one he looked to for answers when life was shitting on him—like it was doing right now, and she had been for the last three years. She turned to him with an unspoken invitation to step into the room ahead of her.

      At his mother’s bedside sat Bob Murphy, a longtime friend of the family. The man got up with a forlorn expression on his long face. He’d been there for a while, as far as John could tell. His dark eyes were a little red around the edges, as if he hadn’t slept. Bob put his mottled hand on John’s shoulder, pressing his spindled fingers into him to convey his sympathy, and stepped aside. He cleared his throat. “I’ll…um…go grab a cup of coffee.”

      John nodded at the gesture and turned his eyes onto his mother. When he came to her bedside, Peg said, “She’s in a coma and probably won’t come out of it.”

      He reached over the bed rail. “She feels cold,” he muttered, laying his hand over his mother’s.

      “I know,” Peg whispered.

      His gaze narrowed in on the withered woman lying on the bed, traced the lines of her lopsided, wrinkled face under the oxygen mask, saw the drooped cheek and the purple bruise over her brow. This was his mother, a simple woman who could exhaust and embarrass him to no end, but in his heart, he knew she was the one person in this world he could trust without question—who’d stand by him even when he went off half-cocked and still be there waiting for him when he came back home.

      I should’ve been here, God damn it!

      He felt Peg’s hand on his shoulder. “I know you don’t want to hear this, John, and I don’t want to talk about it, but it has to be said. The doctors…they, umm…they think it’d be best if we sign a DNR so when it happens, they don’t have to put her through unnecessary pain and discomfort, and I agree. But I told them I needed to hold off until you got here.”

      John looked up at her, searching the unwavering, defeated gaze coming back along with the set jaw that betrayed a quivering tremor. He knew she was right, but he couldn’t bring himself to say the words, as if, in doing so, he’d be condemning their mother to die. At last, he looked away, fighting with all his might to keep the river of tears dammed inside him, and said, “Do what you need to do.”

      He bolted from the room then and marched down the hall, his eyes downcast, not wanting to meet anyone’s face. He knew it was wrong, that he shouldn’t have shot out of his mother’s room, but he had to get out of there, had to breathe, get a handle on himself. And the irony of walking out on the one person who really mattered—like his father had done to his mother so many years ago—wasn’t lost on him, and he hated himself for it.
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      John opened the door to his mother’s bungalow as Peg pulled away from the curb to go home and check on her husband, Stu, and the kids. It had been a long day for both of them, too long, and he was totally spent. He bent over and rubbed his leg where the prosthetic connected, remembering Nabin’s little painkillers falling to the floor and rolling away this morning, or was it yesterday? Christ, he didn’t know. All he did know was that he’d give just about anything he had right now for one of those little white pills.

      He gritted his teeth.

      Suck it up, Buttercup.

      Finally, he stepped inside the house he’d grown up in. As always, coming back home was like walking into the past—as if he’d never left it. He surveyed the room as the faint odor of lavender surrounded him along with the ticking of the clock on the mantel. Again, the wave of feeling out of control swept over him. He gazed into the gloom of the early evening shadows casting geometric shapes on the walls. In the far corner, an old marble-topped cherry pedestal table sat with a large Tiffany lamp on top. The stained glass lamp was an heirloom that had been in the family since before he was born. Two oil paintings of a streetscape of some tiny village in New York were placed prominently over the fireplace. They were the work of his great-grandmother, or so his mother had told him once.

      He dropped his pack beside him and flipped the light switch, chasing the shadows out of the broad rectangular room. Soft, golden light from a pair of floor lamps bathed the space that was pretty much the way it had been when he’d left home. The only exceptions were a new flat screen TV, wall-to-wall brown carpeting and a two-tone tan upholstered couch.

      Wandering in, he ran his fingers over the back of a wingback chair’s woven tweed upholstery and down its polished cherry trim. Peg had told him she’d found their mother on the floor right beside it. This was his mother’s chair, where she worked her crossword puzzles or read from her exhaustive collection of novels by the great authors: Michener, Nabokov, Salinger, Caldwell, Brontë… He forced away the unbidden image of his mother lying helpless on the floor and sat in her chair. The chair she spent so much time in, the chair that was as much a part of her as the books she read.

      He fingered the thick paperback puzzle book sitting on the end table beside him. It was open to a page with a half-finished puzzle. He picked it up and a card slid out from underneath it and fell to the floor. Leaning over, he picked it up. It was a birthday card.

      His birthday card!

      He’d forgotten he was going to be turning forty in a couple weeks. He opened it and read the verse and the scrawled handwriting below it, telling him how much he was loved, how proud she was of him, how important he was to her, and how much she missed him and suddenly the tears came and wouldn’t stop.
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      Esther Patterson drew her final breath three days later at 6:42 p.m. As her frail body sank with the last exhalation, John looked down from where he stood beside her bed and studied the woman who’d raised him and his sister all by herself. Until a few days ago, he’d never given much thought to the sacrifices she’d made for him and his sister: going without so they could have nice clothes, good food on their plates, a yearly weeklong vacation in the woods—albeit, in a tent—birthday parties, Halloween costumes, prom dresses and tuxedoes, a college education, and a decent Christmas every year. Now, it was all he could think about.

      He gripped the bed rail, digging his nails into his palms, and felt his sister’s hand settle over his. “I should’ve come home more often, should’ve written and called regularly, told you I loved you and that you were always on my mind,” he muttered. He turned his head and locked eyes with his sister as the steady whine of the heart monitor filled the stilted silence. Her tender tearful gaze coming back crushed him. They both knew the score. He was a self-absorbed son-of-a-bitch, an angry-at-the world asshole, but she loved him anyway.

      The doctor came into the room and shut the heart monitor off. After a quick verification that Esther had passed on, he left them alone. Finally, Peg tugged at John’s sleeve and said, “You okay?”

      John shook his head. “Yeah, I think so. So, I guess we have some things to figure out,” he said, staring at his mother.

      “Actually, most of it’s already taken care of. I would’ve told you earlier, but I didn’t think you were in a good place to hear it.”

      “Oh, really?” John said, surprised. He glanced up at her, taken aback, not liking the fact she’d presumed to know what he wanted or didn’t want to hear. Moverover, he was pissed she’d taken it upon herself to make all the arrangements, effectively excluding him.

      Peg looked off toward the window and was quiet a moment. “You know, you really need to stop assuming things, John.”

      “Assuming what?” he said, fighting to keep the annoyance out of his tone. On top of that, his leg was killing him and the lack of Sanjay’s herbal medicine wasn’t helping. He felt his body tighten and its urge—or rather need—for the little white pills was overwhelming.

      “Oh, come on, we both know what I mean,” Peg said and sighed. She walked over near the window and nibbled a fingernail. “I really don’t want to do this.”

      John sucked his lip, wondering what that meant.

      Why do women always talk in riddles?

      “Do what?”

      She turned back, rolled her eyes, and constrained her voice. “Argue!”

      “Who said anything about arguing?” he said, letting go of the bed rail and waving his hand.

      “It’s in your tone, and could you please lower your voice?”

      “Christ, Peg. I just made a simple comment, okay?” he said. “And it’s not like I have a lot to say in the matter, anyway. You’re the one who has been here with her. You know what she wants more than I do.”

      “Well, for your information, she’s the one who made all the arrangements.”

      He blinked. “Are you serious?”

      She nodded. “Once I knew she was…well, you know…I started looking into things and found out she had it all organized.”

      “When…”

      “Five years ago,” she said, drifting back toward the bed. “Apparently, she went to a lawyer, drew up her will, bought a plot and a stone and prepaid for her funeral. There’s also a letter addressed to each of us from her. The lawyer gave them to me.”

      John’s mind was a whirlwind of questions. “Have you read…”

      “No, not yet,” she said. “I was thinking we’d read them together sometime before you have to go back.” She paused. “By the way, when would that be?”

      He sized up her enigmatic expression, trying to discern whether she was being sincere or sarcastic. “I get back when I get there.” But in the back of his mind, he could just hear his boss, Ken, telling him he’d had to find someone to take his place, meaning he would essentially be out of Nepal for good.

      Peg nodded, then walked around the bed and put her hands on his shoulders. “I love you, so let’s not fight, okay? Mom wouldn’t want that. Not now.”

      “Yeah, you’re right.” He forced a smile. “Just let me know what I can do.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      John buried his mother four days later in a small countrified cemetery outside of town. It had all gone as his mother had planned: closed casket, no calling hours, a short service at the Episcopalian Church and a brief moment at the gravesite. That, in a nutshell, was his mother. She didn’t like being fussed over, and so she’d made things as quick and as painless as possible for her children.

      John stood in the living room, looking over the room that suddenly felt empty and abandoned. On the old marble-topped pedestal table was a metal-framed black and white picture of his mom, sister, and him. It had been taken when he was a toddler. He went over and picked it up, studying the vibrant young woman with dark wavy hair who was sitting at a picnic table holding him on her lap. It had been taken in the woods. The adoring look in his mother’s large brown eyes stared back at him. For a moment it was as if she were right there in the room with him. He chewed his lip as he gazed into the unremembered past. His mom had been the one constant in his life, the one person he could always count on to have his back. At length, he set the picture back on the table and as he did so the faded black and white photo slid a bit under the glass. There was something behind it. He took the picture back up, knitted his brow and studied the edge of the frame where a tell-tale edge peeked out.

      Another photo?

      He turned the frame over and removed the back panel, revealing a small wallet-sized snapshot. Turning it over, he looked down at a picture of his mother sitting beside Bob. But it was the baby in Bob’s arm that made him blink. He flipped the photo back over and saw a date written on the back with his name scrawled below it.

      What the hell?

      Why would Bob be holding him? It didn’t make sense. Then again, Bob had always been a good friend of the family, so perhaps it was nothing. Still, it left him at odds. He tucked the photo in his shirt pocket, buttoned the frame up and set it back on the table. He’d ask his sister about it later. Right now, he had something else on his mind. He went to the kitchen, snatched the letter-sized envelope off the counter along with a beer from the fridge, and opened the back door to the house—his home now, his sister had informed him.

      Popping the tab on the can of Coors, he took a sip and surveyed the flowering lavender hyacinths, daffodils and yellow tulips in the back yard. In the far corner of the pie-shaped lot, a thick gray willow was coming to full foliage. A gang of squirrels was skittering in its hefty crown. One of them was busy robbing the resident bird feeder.

      So many memories here. The swinging hammock under the willow he’d lain in as a child watching for shooting stars was gone now, but when he closed his eyes, he could still see it. And then there were hunting nightcrawlers in the flower beds and chasing fireflies. The drone of crickets and sitting around the makeshift firepit as it crackled, spit and hissed into the warm summer night. Later there was the fort he and Billy McMasters built on the edge of the woods hemming in the property. Many a night, they had retreated to it, listening to Skynyrd, Zeppelin, and Clapton on the radio.

      At length, he pulled out one of the wrought iron wire chairs from the patio table and sat with his beer in hand. The beer wasn’t doing much to ease his body’s nagging need for Sanjay’s remedy, but it was better than nothing. He sucked down a gulp and thought about the drive he’d taken earlier that morning through the neighborhood visiting his old haunts: the high school where he’d played tight end for the Rams, the creek where he and Billy had fished for trout. Later, he ended up out at the pavilion at Stagecoach Park where he’d said his last good-bye to Vanessa Hall, his high school sweetheart. She was heading to college back east. They made plans to keep in touch, but it never happened.

      He took another gulp of beer, stretched his legs in front of him and crossed his arms over his chest. Those days were long gone, and his life was on the other side of the world. What was he going to do with a house? His sister already had one, and he was loath to sell it. That left what…renting it out? A landlord, he was not! He sighed. Well, he’d get things figured out soon enough. Right now, he needed to get the damned prosthetic off his leg. He leaned over and unstrapped it and as he did so, the letter slipped out of his pocket. He picked it up and a moment later had it open in front of him.

      
        
        John

        

        Because we really never know when the good Lord is going to take us home with him, I wanted to take the time to tell you how much I love you and the joy you’ve given me throughout my long life. You have been my strength when I lost hope over the years. There’s not a day that goes by that you are not on my mind. I think about what you’re doing, whether you’re having a good day or not, and where you are and if you’re safe. And yes, John, I can see you shaking your head. But I’m your mother and it’s my job because, you see, from the moment you were conceived, I have loved you. You are the very best part of me, my magnum opus.

        And to you, my wanderlust boy, who tested me every minute of every day, telling me what you thought I needed to know, you cannot know how my heart swells with pride when I tell people you’re a guide for the tallest mountain in the world. Yet I worry about you. When I don’t hear from you, especially two years ago when you seemed to drop off the face of the earth, I was so afraid something had happened to you. You know, you could’ve told me you’d lost part of your leg. Oh yes, I found out all about it, and I know you’ve climbed that mountain, too!

        More than anything, though, I’ve missed you over the last few years. I know it’s unfair to say so, but I can’t help it. You were my little troublemaker, always getting into some kind of mischief. Even now, as I write this here in bed, I half expect my door to come bursting open with this little blond-haired boy flying in, all excited about some new toy or gadget you saw on TV. You grew up all too fast for me. Remember, you are not an island. Life is too short, too precious to go through all alone. Find someone to share your life with and make beautiful babies. Yes, I went there. I’m your mother, deal with it! And finally, treat the people who matter in your life as I have treated you—with kindness, compassion and love. It’s the best and only advice I can give.

        

        All my love,

        Mom
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      Michelle pulled onto the 417 and headed west for Ottawa. Her father’s birthday was tomorrow and her extended family was getting together at her brother’s newly acquired camp on Lac à la Perdrix. As she fell in line with the weekend traffic heading into town, she ruminated about the inevitable conversation she was going to have with her brother. He’d been relentless about her moving north—pressing her to make a decision. She’d have a brand-new house with no mortgage, be close to her nieces and nephews, spend weekends at the lake, share holidays with family and friends, and do things with Dad.

      He’d also sent her a gazillion shots of the log cabin chalet on the shores of the lake buried deep in the southern end of Laurentides National Forest. He said there were all sorts of trails she and the kids could hike and snowshoe on. And last but not least, he had connections and could get her whatever job she would like at Mannington. He was throwing it all out there.

      Typical Charles J. LeConte modus operandi!

      She couldn’t deny she was tempted by the offer—who wouldn’t be—but her life was rooted in Cornwall. She had a best friend there who’d stood by her when the world turned into a mess, a job she liked that kept her sane on days she wanted to get in a car and drive until she ran out of road. But even then, leaving had never been an option. Not really. Not with her mother and Adam lying in Woodhaven Cemetery, gone forever but never forgotten. She knew someday she’d move on and maybe end up someplace new, but not now. It was still too soon.

      She wished CJ could understand that. Yet she could appreciate his wanting family around. They were young when their mother died, and they dealt with it in separate ways. Michelle had been fifteen when it happened, and even though she was a year younger than her brother, she’d tried to take on the role of a big sister. But CJ was running with a bad crowd, breaking into houses, looking for drug money. It took all of their father’s pull with law enforcement contacts to keep him out of Laurencrest.

      Eventually things came to a head and CJ was found unconscious and near death from hypothermia in the park outside of town. He’d OD’d on a bad hit of heroin. That had been the turning point.

      Six years later, he graduated from the University of Toronto. Six months after that, he landed a junior management position at the Mannington Lumber Corporate office in Ottawa. By the time he was thirty-two, he was vice president of the eastern region and a welcome guest at the Mannington mansion.

      That was where he met Monica, the daughter of Edward Mannington. Once he married into the prestigious family, he lacked for nothing. He would never admit it, but Michelle knew his worst fear was that his past would catch up to him. Perhaps that was the reason he’d brought their ailing father to live with them and now wanted her there, too. It was all about circling the wagons in case everything went to hell. Michelle shook her head, pitying him and turned the radio on.

      Ten minutes later, she was tapping her fingers on the steering wheel to the beat of Katy Perry’s “Roar.” The song was one of Cam’s favorites. As she sang along with Katy’s driving voice, Cam’s suggestion of getting out there echoed in her thoughts.

      Cam was right, but she just couldn’t see herself going through a long line of dates looking for Mr. Right. And as far as money went…well, she was managing financially—albeit paycheck-to-paycheck. She was quite certain if she was in a tight spot, her boss, Don, would step up to the plate and float her a loan. She’d been with Tyler Construction going on eighteen years now and had become an invaluable member of their little family. At least that’s what Don had told her time and again since Adam had died. She attributed that sentiment to the big marshmallow wanting to brighten her world after it had crashed down around her.

      Yet, sometimes he looked at her in a way that made her feel he wanted more. She shrugged it off. He was just concerned about her, worried about her being alone. She smiled as she thought of the suggestion he’d made last week about her getting a dog. But a dog deserved to be a priority, not a means to an end because you were lonely.
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      She arrived in Ottawa around noon, turned north onto the Montée Paiement Highway and drove into the vast Laurentides National Forest. As the towering maple woods and sparkling lakes passed by, she understood what had lured her brother here. It was like entering another world, apart from the busy city life.

      She rolled her window down and let the resinous scents pour in around her until she came to a twisting forest lane that led to Lac à la Perdrix. She turned left and ten minutes later, she pulled up in front of a gated entrance. She read the name on the metal plaque attached to the wrought iron bars bent together and splayed out on top like the crown of a tree.

      LES MAPLES.

      She pulled her cell phone out. “I’m here,” she said.

      A moment later, the gate swung back and she drove down a narrow, paved driveway that bent around the trees and snaked through the secluded wooded estate. As she went, flowering purple and white crocus lifted their heads to her on the side of the road. Beyond them, in the deepening understory, sprouting green ferns and seedling trees reached up to catch the splintered sunlight raining down. The only sign of the human hand, save for the road, were the wrought iron poles with decorative lantern heads passing by in forty-meter intervals. Michelle grinned in amusement as she motored along at a leisurely thirty KPH, trying to imagine what was waiting for her at the end of this dreamy Kinkade-like painted lane.

      The prime real estate reeked of Mannington money.

      The road took a sharp bend to the right and swung back on itself for some time until at last, the trees parted and the chalet came into view. She stopped her car and gazed at it in wonder, taking in the massive two-story rustic log structure sitting amongst a triad of towering spruce. The pictures her brother sent her didn’t do justice to the size of it.

      “Well, you certainly spared no expense here,” Michelle muttered as she drank in the expansive wrap-around porch facing the lake. She turned the car off and got out as the front door of the camp opened and her niece came spilling out with her nephew trailing behind. Michelle took a deep breath and braced herself. She loved her brother’s children, but after Adam had died, they reminded her of all she’d lost.

      “Tantie M, Tantie M,” her niece, Kate, squealed as she ran up to her and wrapped her arms around Michelle’s legs. “You’re here, you’re here.”

      Michelle smiled as she looked down at the wiry six-year-old girl whose long, dark brown hair had been pulled back into a ponytail. Although it had only been four months since she’d last seen her, Kate had seemingly spurted up another inch.

      “Yes, I am, and I’m so happy to see you,” Michelle said, then turned to her nephew, who’d come loafing up from behind. She eyed the reserved young man who considered himself older than his eight years of age.

      “Hi William,” she said, careful not to call him the nickname he hated.

      The boy pushed his dark-rimmed glasses up onto the bridge of his freckled nose and shot her a diffident smile. “Bonjour Tante Michelle.”

      Oh, William, you’re way too young to be so serious.

      “Well, are you just going to stand there, or are you going to give me a hug?”

      William shrugged, then finally joined his sister and stepped into her arms. As he did, Michelle closed her eyes and held the children tight to her breast until she could bear it no more.

      Kate grabbed her hand as CJ came out of the front door. “You wanna see our new camp?”

      “I sure do,” Michelle said as CJ walked up wearing khakis and a forest green Mannington Company shirt with a monogramed yellow M on the left breast pocket. She pulled her brother into a hug. “Quite a shack you got here, or should I say a hotel? You could host half of Ottawa here.”

      CJ shot her one of his winning smiles and laughed. “Oh, I don’t know about that, but it has lots of room for family.” He let go of her, gave her a knowing look, then added, “How was the trip?”

      Yes, CJ, I get the hint.

      “It was okay.”

      “Good, good,” he said. “Well, let’s get you inside and settled. I’m sure you’re anxious to see Papa.”

      “Always. How is he?”

      “Excited to see you,” CJ said. He looked off and she could see him turning something over in his head. Finally, he turned back. “You know, you should phone him more often.”

      Michelle came to a halt and bristled. “Are we really going to do this right now…in front of…” She glanced down at the kids who were looking up at them.

      He shrugged. “Just saying, is all.”

      “Right,” Michelle said. How often she called her father, which was plenty, was none of his business nor was she going to be held to his appointed schedule. She shook her head. “Let me get my bag,” she said, prying her hand away from Kate. When the little girl frowned, she turned to her. “Auntie M needs to get her stuff, honey.”

      She opened her trunk as her heart thumped and stared down at her overnight bag. This was not a good start to the weekend, and she was sure it was going to go downhill from here. But it was her father’s birthday, and she wasn’t going to be the one to ruin it. Collecting herself, she pasted a smile on and pulled her bag out.

      “Okay, I’m ready for the grand tour,” she announced to the kids as she shut the trunk and joined her brother, following the kids across the paved drive. As they walked side by side, she looked out over the sparkling deep blue lake lapping against the rocky shoreline. With the exception of a few canoes, not a boat could be seen anywhere, which surprised her, seeing how the sun was shining down from a clear blue sky.

      “Looks like everyone is out on holiday,” she said in the awkward silence between them.

      “How’s that?” CJ said, looking straight ahead.

      She watched the kids race into the house, letting everyone inside know she’d arrived. “Well, there’s hardly anyone out on the lake. Beautiful day like today, I would think people would be out waterskiing or something.”

      CJ shot her a thin smile as he stepped up onto the porch. “You’d think so, except motorboats are banned from the lake. Keeps things quiet the way I like it. One of the reasons I bought here.” He opened the front door and waved her in ahead of him.

      “Bienvenue chez Les Maples.”
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      Louis, or Sparks LeConte as her father was affectionately called by those he’d commanded in the fire department, was turning seventy-five tomorrow. He met Michelle at the door and drew her into his arms after she set her bag down. Michelle lingered in his embrace for a moment, then pulled back and looked up into her father’s soft slate gray eyes.

      “How’s my pearl?” he said.

      “I’m good, Dad,” Michelle answered as CJ stood nearby. “How are you feeling?”

      “Right now, perfect,” he said with a wink. He tilted his head toward the cavernous Great Room behind him. “What’d’ya think of all this?”

      Michelle took in the sunlit great room with its large fieldstone fireplace anchoring the far end. The room, which was modestly furnished with Mission-style furniture and a large leather sectional couch, could contain most of her home’s entire downstairs. She eyed the family heirloom Oriental rug that stretched over a polished oak plank floor, and the oil painting of the St. Lawrence River at sunset that hung over the wooden mantel crowning the hearth. Her grandmother on her mother’s side was a talented woman and had painted it shortly after she’d come to Cornwall back in the twenties. The muted slate blue and tan traditional Kashan rug had been brought back from Turkey by her uncle after WWII.

      The kids came running back into the room with Monica trailing behind wearing a cream-colored cashmere sweater, designer jeans, and a pair of Prada heels. Michelle stifled the urge to roll her eyes as she watched the woman saunter in as if she walked on water.

      “Bonjour Michelle,” Monica said as she joined them. She smiled and gave Michelle one of her practiced arms-length hugs. As she did so, Michelle inhaled a subtle whiff of jasmine, vanilla and tonka bean. “How was your drive?”

      “It was good,” Michelle said. Kate tugged at Michelle’s shirt and she looked down at her niece. “What, honey?”

      “I made you a picture. You want to come see it?”

      “Kate, what have I told you about interrupting people?” Monica said.

      The girl frowned and bowed her head. “I’m sorry, Momma.”

      “It’s okay. She’s just excited,” Michelle said. Kate had a budding talent for drawing, no doubt inherited from her great-grandmother. “I’d love to, right after I get settled in.”

      Louis took the cue and scooped the little girl up in his arms. “How about you help your grand-père out in the kitchen, hmm? You, too, William.”

      As the kids went with her father, Michelle nodded toward the fireplace. “This place is amazing.”

      Monica glanced at the room nonchalantly. “We like it well enough. But you must be exhausted. Here, come and sit,” she said, leading the way toward the couch.

      “Actually, I’d like to get to my room and freshen up if that’s all right,” Michelle said.

      “But of course. Then you must come down and join us,” Monica said. She turned to her husband. “CJ, why don’t you show your sœur to her room? I believe there are fresh towels in the closet, too.”
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      After lunch, they all sat around the dining room table chatting about the comings and goings of their lives as the kids played in their rooms. Dominating the conversation was the designer line of clothing Monica was going to start in the fall, and CJ heading the new expansion of Mannington Lumber into the lower forty-eight. As her brother spieled off the details of the new state-of-the-art lumber mill, Michelle felt like an outsider in her own family. Her world was so far out of orbit with theirs, she might as well have been living on the moon.

      She eyed her father sitting across from her from time to time, wondering what he thought of this new world he’d been injected into. Her father had always been a man of modest means and needs. Certainly, living in his son’s world—albeit in the attached apartment to the sprawling estate in Gatineau Park—had to overwhelm him. He traded a few glances with her, giving her the impression he felt the same way she did. Yet, she knew he was proud of his son. CJ had come a long way from where he’d started after their mom died.

      The conversation drifted back and forth, from her job to the kids and all the extra-curricular events they were involved with. William had finished the school year with straight As and had joined a local junior chess club while Kate was taking art and dance classes. Finally, the topic of future plans came up.

      CJ turned to Michelle from where he sat at the head of the table. “So what’s on your plate this summer?

      Already, CJ? Fine!

      “Getting ready for a trip. Cam and I are going abroad.”

      Eyebrows flew up around the table. Monica, who sat beside her, said, “Really? Where? I know some wonderful hotels in Paris and London. I’d be more than willing to look into them for you.”

      Michelle eyed her father and turned back to Monica with a defiant smile. “Thanks, but I’m going to Nepal.”

      Silence.

      CJ leaned forward and his jaw dropped. Finally, he said, “You’re going where?”

      “Nepal. Cam and I are going to Mount Annapurna. It was on Adam’s bucket list,” Michelle said, pushing her plate away. She glanced at her father, hoping he wouldn’t be against it. He stared back at her with an enigmatic expression but remained silent.

      CJ sat back and cleared his throat. “Let me get this straight, ‘Chelle. You’re going halfway around the world to a Goddamned mountain. A third-world country, at that! Who came up with this harebrained plan? No, wait…let me guess. Cam?”

      Monica shot a searing glare down the table. “Language, CJ!”

      He pressed his lips together. “Pardon, Mon, but this is crazy.” He turned back to Michelle. “You need to think this through, ‘Chelle. If Cam wants to go there, that’s fine. She’s always been a bit of a vagabond. But you—”

      “Shut up,” Michelle barked back, glaring at him. Even though she’d half expected CJ’s objection, she hadn’t expected the fierce recoil in her body. “And it’s not a harebrained plan, nor is it up for debate, Charles. I’m doing this.”

      “Matter of opinion,” CJ snapped.

      “Your opinion, not mine,” Michelle fired back.

      CJ took a deep breath, shook his head, and turned to their father as if looking for support. But Louis just sat there and said nothing for a moment until Michelle noticed a subtle upturn on his lips.

      He’s happy for me!

      She relaxed and smiled at her father. “We’ll be with a group, and there’s a guide with us at all times. We’ve done our research on this, Dad, so don’t worry. We’ll be fine.”

      Monica leaned into her. “Well, I say, go for it.”

      Michelle blinked as she watched her sister-in-law give her brother one of her famous the-subject-is-closed expressions. Of all the people she thought would come to her defense, Monica was the least expected.
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      Michelle and her father sat on the porch with wine glasses in hand, watching the sunset over the lake. She looked out over the still-dark waters mirroring the deepening blue sky above and watched a pair of mallards skim over the surface before plowing in for a landing. The sound of the distant splash traveled across the lake and tumbled over the soft murmuring of the TV inside. She pulled her sweater tighter around her, warding off the cool evening breeze and soaked in the honeyed scent of the flowerbeds.

      Her father set his wine glass down, stretched his legs out in front of him and cleared his throat. “This is nice.”

      “Yes, it is,” she answered and sipped her wine. “That was quite a dinner. I don’t think I could eat another bite.”

      “Your frère is quite a cook when he puts his mind to it.” He was quiet a moment, then said, “CJ means well.”

      “I know he does,” Michelle said and crossed her legs.

      “He’s just concerned,” her father said.

      “And I appreciate that,” Michelle said, knowing it had more to do with CJ judging her choices. Part of her couldn’t help wanting to remind her brother about his own past decision making, back when he’d put their father and her through hell, but that was childish and would do no one any good. She drained her wine glass and set it down beside her. At length, she said, “So, what do you think about my going? You were pretty quiet at dinner.”

      Her father rubbed his neck. “I don’t think it matters what I think. If it’s something that’s important to you, then do it.”

      “Adam would want this for me, I think,” Michelle said, eyeing him.

      He shot her a knowing smile. “I know. Just be careful.”

      Michelle extended her hand toward him and when he took it, she said, “I will.” She looked back out over the water, trying to decide if she should bring up the subject of CJ wanting her to move. She knew her father would love having her close by. The question became, would he remain neutral when CJ eventually brought it up? Finally, she said, “CJ wants me to move to Ottawa.”

      “Oui, I know.”

      “I’m not ready.”

      Her father squeezed her hand and let go of it. “You do what you think is best.” He took his glass up, drank the last of his wine, and got up. “I’m going in for a refill. Can I get you another?”

      Michelle looked up at him. He was smiling down at her with one of his patented I-love-you expressions, which crinkled his careworn face and softened his eyes. “Yes, I would love another. And Papa?”

      “Oui?”

      “I love you.”

      He took her glass and as he went to go inside, CJ came out the door with a tumbler in hand. “Hope I’m not late to the party,” he said.

      “No, just going in for refills,” Louis said. He ducked inside and left them alone.

      CJ strode up to the railing and peered off into the darkening sky that was just being pricked by stars. Michelle got up and joined him. “Good job on dinner. The steaks were awesome.”

      “Thanks.” He took a sip of his drink. “Nice here, isn’t it?”

      “Yes, it is.”

      He pointed to a jut of land wading out into the lake far off to their left. “There’s a pretty little cove behind those trees about a kilometer down the trail at the west end of our property. Maybe tomorrow morning you’d like to take a walk over with the kids.” He took another sip of his drink, glanced at her and said, “So…have you given any thought to my offer?”

      Michelle closed her eyes.

      Here we go.

      She took a deep breath and looked up at him. “Oui.”

      “And?”

      “I’m going to pass for now, CJ.”

      He shook his head and glanced back at the front door. “You know he isn’t going to be around forever.”

      “I’m well aware of that,” Michelle said. “And it’s not like I said never. But right now, I’m just not ready to make that kind of a move. Papa understands, why can’t you?”

      “Right,” CJ scoffed. He downed the rest of his drink and stiffened his shoulders. “Papa doesn’t say anything because he doesn’t want to press you, but down inside, he wants you here. Believe it!” He looked away then turned back. “You know, it’s about time you start thinking about others beside yourself, ‘Chelle. He needs you close by, not 200 kilometers away. Time to get off the pity party.”

      Michelle stiffened. “Pity party?”

      CJ set his jaw. “You know what I’m talking about.”

      Just then, her father came back out. Michelle had all she could do to hold her anger from spilling out as he joined them at the railing. He handed Michelle her glass of wine and placed his hand firmly on CJ’s shoulder. Leveling a back-off-and-let-it-be gaze at his son, he said, “Ah, it’s good to have the two most important people in my life here beside me. A toast…to family get-togethers, and birthdays. May there always be plenty of them.”

      “Happy birthday, Papa,” Michelle said, fairly sure he’d heard them arguing.

      CJ straightened his shoulders and nodded. “Oui, Papa, may there be many more.”
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      The following morning, Michelle took the kids for a walk out to the cove her brother had pointed out the night before. As she walked along the shady wooded trail, she ruminated on the comment CJ had made the night before. She wasn’t on a pity party. She’d lost her husband forever. How dare he minimize how she felt! Still, there was a small part of her that wondered if there was some truth to what he’d said.

      When would the ache in her heart become bearable? And what if it went away completely? What would that say about her?

      That she’d moved on and forgotten him?

      She couldn’t even imagine that happening, but she wondered what it might look like years from now, after the visceral memories had faded to echoed whispers.

      “Tantie M, look,” Katie cried, pointing to a disturbance out in the water a short distance from shore. “It’s a beaver.”

      Michelle came to herself and strode up beside her niece and nephew, who were standing at the water’s edge. She watched the animal do a barrel roll and come up a few meters away. “I think that’s an otter, honey,” she said, noting its slender body and graceful antics.

      They watched the animal play around for a few moments before it finally slipped away into the water’s depths. Katie said, “Do you think she has babies?”

      “I don’t know,” Michelle said. “Maybe.”

      William said, “I saw on TV otters can stay underwater for up to five minutes.”

      “That’s a long time,” Michelle said taking Katie’s hand. “Well, come on. We still have a ways to go to the cove, and we don’t want to be late for your grand-père’s birthday party.”

      They turned away from the water and followed the footpath meandering through the wooded land surrounding the lake. As they walked under the leafy canopy, Michelle saw delicate golden honeysuckle flowers and purple touch-me-nots among the lacy fern, which Katie ran out to take a closer look at.

      But William kept his eyes to the ground as he walked along the edge of the path, looking for little creatures among the leaf litter. As she watched the kids explore their world, she battled the surging reminder of things that would never be.

      Katie came back with a handful of flowers and a shining smile on her little round face. Holding them up to her, she said, “I picked these for you, Tantie M.”

      Michelle looked down at her niece then smiled and dropped to a knee to take the hastily arranged bouquet of touch-me-nots. “For me?”

      “Oui! You’re my favorite tante in the whole world. I can’t wait until we’re all together all the time.”

      Just great, CJ! You had to promise them things you had no business promising. Now I’m going to look like the bad guy. Thanks a lot!

      “Why, these are so beautiful. Merci, Katie. I’ll put them in water as soon as we get back.”

      “I’m gonna get some for my mère now,” Katie announced, and ran back off to get more.

      When Katie was out of earshot, William said, “Why don’t you want to come live in Ottawa?”

      Michelle blinked. What? “Where did you hear that?” she said, stifling the sudden heat in her voice.

      “Last night I heard Papa tell my mère you didn’t want to move to Ottawa. Don’t you want to be a family? I know we’re not the same as…”

      “William,” Michelle said, pulling him to her and hugging him fiercely, “Of course I want to be a family. It’s just not a good time for me to move right now. There are things your tante needs to work through.”

      She felt William’s hands tighten around her. “Okay, Tante Michelle. Maybe when you come back from Nepal you will have worked through them and feel better and be happy.”

      Michelle pulled back from William, disheartened, and studied his somber expression as he looked back at her. Was she giving people the impression she was depressed? “William, do you think I’m sad?”

      He shrugged. “Sometimes. You never laugh like you used to before…you know.”

      His words sank into Michelle and gathered at the pit of her stomach. He was right. She hadn’t heard the cheerful, carefree giggle that came from deep inside her in a long, long time. At last she ruffled his hair playfully and said, “Then I shall have to work on that.” She forced a smile. “Do you remember the game we used to play when you were little?”

      “You mean the ‘sounds-like’ game?”

      “Oui. You say a word and I come up with a word that sounds like it, then you come up with a word that sounds like the word I said.”

      He smiled, and it lit up Michelle’s heart. “Okay.”

      “You start,” Michelle said, taking his hand and starting off. She called Katie back to them and ten minutes later, they were deep into the game, giggling and laughing as they wandered down the path.
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      John sat on the stoop of his mother’s home, eyeing the wallet photo of his mom, Bob and him, then glanced at the brown bungalow across the street. Bob Murphy’s house. Should he show him the photo perched between his fingers right now? He wasn’t sure. He looked around him. The neighborhood was quiet. People had gone off to work and the kids were at school.

      Ignoring the urge for one of Sanjay’s little white helpers, he took up the cup of coffee beside him and sucked down a gulp. His sister would be arriving with the real estate lady anytime now. He sighed, knowing Peg wanted him to stay in town, to be an uncle to her children, but he knew he wasn’t uncle material. Besides, all the memories would be more than he could handle. No, it was best to close this chapter of his life. Sometimes, you just couldn’t come home again.

      He looked out over the front yard, watching his mother’s purple and red tulips and yellow daffodils sway in a soft breeze. The bird feeder was swinging gently off the limb of the maple that had stood guard over the driveway since before he was born. The old gray giant was coming into full foliage now, putting out leafy buds. His mother had used it as a backdrop for family photos over the years—his graduation at Oak Creek High, a prom picture of him and Vanessa, and Peg’s going-away-to-college photo that still hung on the wall over the TV. And in the fall, when it dropped its leaves, he’d pile them up high in the front yard and dive into them with his friend, Ted, who’d lived a few doors down. Ted had moved on a long time ago to the East Coast somewhere. Bangor or some such place.

      Across the street, he heard a screen door clap shut. He looked up and saw Bob in his bibbed overalls, wearing a Denver Rockies baseball cap. The man who was heading for his flowerbeds had lived across the street from them for the last forty-odd years, and he was a fixture in the Patterson household. John had looked up to him in his youth, listening to tales of a world far away when they were out hiking or fishing or hunting. There, in the wilds outside Oak Creek, the old fair-haired army veteran would look down at John with deep blue eyes, the way a father would a son, as he mused on a world of magical mountains and vast gray oceans.

      At the time, John thought nothing of Bob’s involvement in his family. Bob was simply there, like the sun rising every morning, a constant. Nor did John think it strange the way Bob looked at his mother, Esther. It was just the way adult friends looked at each other. After all, Bob had been married during those years when he was growing up. But now looking at the picture in his hand and through the lens of time, John wondered. He thought about Bob’s being at the hospital when he arrived and then how the man had acted at calling hours…how he had lovingly touched John’s mother’s face with a trembling finger and laid a rose in the casket beside her.

      John tucked the photo away, dusted off his jeans and hoofed it across the street. “Hey.”

      Bob tossed his hand spade on the ground next to the raised flowerbed and looked up. He held John in his gaze a moment, then cleared his throat. “Hey yourself.”

      John glanced over the manicured lawn and flowering shrubs as he debated bringing the photo up. “Yard’s looking good.”

      “It’s getting there,” Bob said, getting up off his knees. He took his gardening gloves off, slapped them over his leg and peeked over at Esther’s house. “So, you home for a while, or are ya heading right back to the mountains?”

      John followed Bob’s glance back to his home and scratched his neck. “Going back in a couple weeks, I think.” He looked at Bob and saw a subtle change in the man’s craggy, sandpapered face. A touch of gray was just starting to show in his light, caramel brown beard. They stood in the awkward silence a moment, neither of them seeming to know what to say next. Finally, John nodded toward the house and said, “I guess Peg’s gonna put it on the market.”

      Bob nodded and looked away. “Yeah, I guess that’s the only thing to do, what with you going back to Nepal, is it?” When John nodded, Bob sighed and continued, “Sort of sad when all you’ve worked for your whole life is tallied up in a real estate deal, but that’s the way of it.” He looked away. “Your mom was a hell of a lady. I’m gonna miss her.”

      “She thought a lot of you, too. I want you to know I appreciate all you’ve done for her over the years,” John said.

      Bob nodded. “Thanks, means a lot. She thought the world of you. Talked you up all the time to anyone who’d listen.”

      John looked down and shuffled his feet. The opportunity to ask about the photo yawned in front of him. He was about to pluck the photo out of his pocket when Bob said, “How’s Peggy doing? Didn’t have much chance to talk to her at the funeral.”

      “She’s getting by,” John said, doubling back. “The grandkids are having a hard time. They loved their grandma.”

      “That they did,” Bob said. “They were over here two, three times a week keeping her busy.”

      John nodded, envisioning his mother fussing over his niece and nephew. His mother was a doter and had been since he was born, making sure he was taking care of himself—that he was eating enough in Nepal, wearing sunscreen in the summer, and dressing appropriately in the winter. He smiled. He could just imagine what she was like with her grandchildren. Feeding them all kinds of naughty, sweet things his sister wouldn’t approve of.

      Finally, he said, “They’ll miss her apple pies the most.”

      “Yes, your mom made a mean apple pie,” Bob agreed. “Your mom was a good woman, John, and my best friend.”

      John put his hand on Bob’s shoulder and squeezed it as his sister’s car came around the corner. “Hey, look, I guess we’re having a family get-together at Peg’s this Saturday. If you want to join us, I’m sure she wouldn’t mind.”

      Bob smiled. “Thanks, John. I’d like that.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      John shut the front door behind him and locked his mother’s house up as Bob Murphy swung his old Ford pick-up out of his driveway and pulled up in front. Climbing in beside the man, he popped a couple of Advil and buckled himself in. Not that the over-the-counter pain remedy would do him much good. What he needed was the numbing effect of the opioid that lived in a little gray bottle beside his bed in Pokhara. He wondered, not for the first time, if he could’ve snuck it on the plane with him. And if he’d gotten caught, he’d have missed seeing his mother one last time because he’d have been thrown in jail. He didn’t need to be reminded that the Nepalese government didn’t toy around with drug offenses.

      Bob glanced at him as he pulled away from the curb and headed down the street. “Good day for it.”

      John nodded. “It is,” he muttered. He didn’t really want to attend this so-called family gathering Peg had thrown together, but he figured he owed it to his sister. She had been the better of the two of them, looking after their mom. For her, family came first and connections were important; for him, not so much. He didn’t know why he felt this ambivalence toward his family, but he never cared to explore it. It just was what it was. He looked out the window at the passing homes with their neatly tended front yards, white picket fences, and American flags waving on the porches. A slice of old Americana, a part of him he had left behind a long time ago. For the most part, nothing had changed, save for the loss of Dan Gowan’s gnarled old oak tree and Carl Lyman’s breezeway addition. People in this quiet neighborhood seemed to have been frozen in the generation of Eisenhower, holding to the ways of the grand old party of Lincoln.

      What was really on his mind was Bob. Last night, as he’d lain in bed, he’d thought about the man’s behavior at the funeral and toward him the other day, and as the night wore on, the ember of suspicion he’d ignored over the years ignited. Having no children of his own, Bob had been more than just a good neighbor and friend to the family, more than just a father figure who delighted in spending time with John. Finally, he said, “So, you and my mom, were you, um…more than just friends after your wife died?”

      Silence enveloped the cab. Finally, Bob eyed him sidelong and said, “And if we were?”

      “I suppose it’s none of my biz, but I’d like to know.”

      Bob tapped his fingers on the steering wheel. “We were best friends, John. And yes, I loved her. Can we leave it at that?”

      “I guess,” John said as Bob came to a red light and downshifted. As they waited for the light to change, John’s cell phone vibrated in his pocket. He pulled it out and saw a message from his sister asking him to pick up a bag of ice at the store on his way. He shook his head and said to Bob, “You mind stopping off at Kelly’s? Peg needs ice.”

      “No problem,” Bob said. The light turned green and they started off. They left the old neighborhood behind and connected with the main route leading through town. The old homesteads and tree-lined streets steadily morphed into one and two-story brick buildings with colorful wood-clad storefronts. Signs for The Stampeding Buffalo Bar and Grille, Jamieson’s Pharmacy, Barber Realty, and Haskins and Johnson Esquire passed them by. Bob pointed out the new library and the ever-popular Sander’s Coffee House.

      “Took long enough, but Sanders finally discovered Oak Creek,” he said as they passed the flapping green entry canvas canopy over Sander’s front door. He drove past it and John could see the place was hopping with teens and young couples. “Won’t be long before Star-Mart comes a knocking, I suppose. Although why we need them around town, I don’t know,” Bob said, coming to Kelly’s. He pulled into the lot and hunted for a place to park. “They’re plenty busy today. You want me to go in and get it?”

      “No, that’s fine,” John said as Bob craned his neck around while driving down a long line of parked cars. At last he saw a truck pulling out, and he quickly filled the space left behind.

      “Well, at least let me buy,” Bob said opening his driver’s side door.

      John got out, joined the man, and they zigzagged their way around the parked cars to the front door of the brick-and-mortar building. Kelly’s had been a landmark of Oak Creek since before he was born and it hadn’t changed much, save for the band of ribbon windows that now ran along the front of the building, displaying posters of the week’s best buys written in big black and red letters. Even though he’d been home now for three weeks, the shock of the modern world suddenly hit him. Then again, when he’d arrived back on familiar ground, his thoughts were focused on his mother. Now, everything around him in this sleepy little town vied for attention. From the breeze carrying barbeque from the firehouse fundraiser, to the music of Tim McGraw drifting out from Sander’s Coffee House, to the strip mall across the street, teeming with cars and people going here and there, the gas station down the road advertising pizza for $2.99 a slice and beer for $5.99 a sixer, and the whitewashed steeple of the Emmanuel Baptist Church peeking over the trees, he was overwhelmed, and he found himself longing for the simplicity of the tiny bucolic mountain villages of Nepal.

      Once inside Kelly’s, they headed for the back of the store, passing people in the aisles who were picking canned goods off the shelves. As one of them turned to see them, John grabbed a bag of ice out of the freezer case. For a moment he was shell-shocked. Vanessa Hall. Holy shit! He hadn’t seen her since the night before she’d left for college. They’d been inseparable the last two years of high school; he practically lived at her house. Her father joked he should’ve been able to claim John as a dependent on his taxes.

      But as inseparable as they’d been, their aspirations went in separate directions. Vanessa had her sights set on medical school, wanted to be a surgeon like her father and so she had left him. With her gone, he saw nothing left for him in Oak Creek. Angry and hurt, he struck into the world making promises to himself he couldn’t keep.

      He pretended to look away as she neared him, but he couldn’t stop himself from furtively glancing at her. She was wearing dark blue medical scrubs and she’d lost a few pounds since high school, accentuating her soft birdlike shoulders, cheeks and jaw. Short thick auburn hair brushed her ears. Soft green eyes hid behind delicate wire-framed glasses. She hadn’t aged a day!

      “Oh, my God…John Patterson?” she said, almost as if she didn’t believe it was him. She set the can of whatever she was buying in her cart without looking away.

      As she took a good long look at him, he caught a whiff of fragrant floral cologne and it took him back to when they were together. “Hey Van. Long time.”

      “It has been,” she said. “I heard about your mom. So sorry about that.”

      “Yeah, it was a bit unexpected,” he said, wondering if she had been at the funeral. He hadn’t seen her.

      “You doing okay?”

      He shrugged as his heart pounded. Why was he feeling like this? “Getting by. I see you’re wearing scrubs. You a big-shot doctor now?”

      “No, just a medical assistant here at the clinic.”

      John nodded, and for a moment they stood in awkward silence, staring at each other. Finally, he turned to Bob and cleared his throat. “Umm…this is Bob, my neighbor across the street. You remember him, right?”

      Bob put his hand out. As she shook the man’s hand, John noticed her ring finger was bare.

      “So, you live around here?” John said.

      “Yep. Over on Maple Drive,” she said as a blond-haired young man came around the corner.

      John felt his stomach twitch as he eyed the young man coming their way.

      “This is my son, Jason,” Vanessa said. “Jason, this is John and his friend, Bob. You remember me telling you about John, right?”

      Jason turned and smiled and as he did, all the spit left John’s mouth. It was like he was looking in a mirror and seeing himself twenty years ago. Suddenly, the memory of him taking Vanessa to bed coalesced into a moment of undeniable clarity.

      Finally, he said, “Hi, Jason.”

      The kid stuck his hand out. “Hey.”

      John shook Jason’s hand, and glancing at Van, he saw a knowing look on her face. Jesus! He felt the room close in around him, caging him in as he fought for something more to say, anything to hide the shock racing through his veins. He shifted the bag of ice he was carrying into his other hand, looked at Vanessa who was staring back at him.

      Finally, Vanessa spoke up. “Jason just got accepted into Michigan State’s medical program.”

      “Is that right?” John said, thankful for being rescued while questions continued to pile up in his mind. If Jason were his son, Vanessa would’ve gotten in touch with him… wouldn’t she? He scraped his memory. Had she called or written and he’d ignored it, thinking what was the use—he was in Nepal back then and she was in the States. They were going in the opposite directions twenty years ago. He tried to tell himself that he was imagining things, but try as he might, he couldn’t escape the sobering thought that he had a son who was standing right in front of him.

      Bob said, “Looks like you’re following in your mom’s footsteps.”

      Jason smiled. “Actually, I’m into forensics, which is a little bit different, but yes, I guess I am.”

      “Congratulations,” Bob said. “Your mother must be very proud of you.”

      “She is,” Vanessa piped up. She turned to John and peered down at the bag of ice he was carrying. “Well, it looks like your ice is melting, so we’ll let you guys get on. So nice to see you again, Bob.”

      “And you as well,” Bob said. To Jason he said, “Good luck and study hard, young man.”

      “I will,” Jason said. He turned to John. “Nice chatting with ya.”

      “Same here,” John said. “Van, take care of yourself.”

      “So you’re heading back to the mountains, I take it?”

      John nodded.

      “Well, maybe we could get together for coffee sometime before you go back…you know, catch up.”

      “Sure,” John said, and he felt the air run out of him. Did he really want to have that conversation?
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      Bob turned into Peg’s looping driveway and parked behind a string of cars. As Bob set the parking brake and turned off the engine, John sat with his mind awash with the chance meeting he’d had with Vanessa and its implications. He looked out at the sprawling cedar-clad contemporary home with its clerestory windows. Peg had married well and lived a life a world apart from him. He opened the door and got out. Bob followed with their ice, and they headed for the front porch where his sister’s husband, Stu, was waiting for him.

      “Come on in,” the man said, taking the ice from Bob. He led them down the hallway into the spacious kitchen where Peg was rifling through the refrigerator.

      She turned around with a bowl in her hands, set it down and walked over to John. “I was beginning to worry about you.”

      John looked around, saw the crowd gathered outside on the back deck, and felt his body stiffen. He shrugged. “Traffic, and the store was busy as hell, sorry.”

      “No matter, you’re here,” Peg said as his nephew Tommy came rushing in through the sliding glass door. He rushed up to John, calling his name, and wrapped his little arms around John’s waist.

      John tousled the boy’s short blond hair. “Hey there, champ. Having fun?”

      “Yeah, we’re playing on my new trampoline,” the boy said, looking up at him. “Come out and see it! It’s really neat.”

      “He’ll be out in a minute,” Peg said to Tommy. “You go out and play.” To John, she said, “You want a beer? How about you, Bob?”

      “Sure,” John said.

      “Thanks, and thanks for inviting me,” Bob put in.

      “No, thank you for coming. You were so good to our mom,” Peg said, going back to the refrigerator. She pulled out a couple bottles of Coors and handed them to John and Bob. “There’s plenty of food outside, so help yourselves.”

      “Nice home,” Bob said, looking around at the sprawl of glass-faced cabinets. “That maple?”

      “Yes. We wanted to keep the kitchen airy and light,” Peg said.

      Bob nodded, then went over and ran his hand along the oatmeal-hued granite countertop. “Your mom loved to cook and bake. She must have been tickled pink in here.”

      Peg smiled. “You don’t know the half of it. Come on, let’s all go outside,” she said, and led them out onto the back deck.

      John pulled the sliding glass door shut behind him and stood off to one side, nursing his beer. At the far end of the cedar deck sat his uncle Ed and his wife Margret with their son Ed junior and daughter-in-law Julie. Aunt Lucy sat at the table next to them with members of his mother’s bridge group. The younger grandkids were bouncing around in what looked like an MMA fight cage in the back yard. Aunt Lucy’s teenage daughters floated on rafts in the large kidney-shaped pool. Helen, the woman who’d picked him up at the airport, was talking to his other uncle, Michael, and his wife Ellen by the barbeque pit that was sending up mesquite aromas into the puffy, cloud-ridden sky. When Michael spotted him, he waved him over.

      John liked Michael. The man was a straight shooter and told it how it was, and at six-four and two-seventy he never had to be called twice to the dinner table. He strode on over and put his hand out to Mike.

      “Hey, manning the goodies, I see,” John said. To Helen and Ellen, he nodded a hello.

      Mike sucked a gulp of beer and chuckled. “You know me. Don’t want to see any casualties.” He grabbed a pair of tongs, and as he turned a couple of steaks over on the grill, added, “I was just telling Helen here a few stories about your mom when you were growing up.”

      “I bet,” John said and smiled at the ladies.

      Mike turned back to John as Stu joined them and said, “You remember how she used to give you that ‘vacant look,’ as if there was nobody home upstairs when we were talking with our friends, which generally at the time was about nothing good, then later on she’d nail us to the wall.”

      “Yeah, I called it her Betty White look. She was dumb like a fox.”

      “Damn right,” Mike said. “And then there was that time when one of her co-workers told her she’d made a mistake and button-holed her in front of the boss. Bad move. She hauled off and whacked him.”

      Helen’s jaw dropped and John heard her gasp. Ellen just smiled.

      “Yeah, I was like thirteen at the time. She came home pissed and scared. Thought she was gonna get canned. I’d never seen her mad like that before. Now I know where certain people in the family get their tempers,” John said.

      Mike cocked his brow and eyed John as he worked the grille. “Yeah, we know. Turned out Chet, I think that was his name, apologized to her afterward. Well, the steaks are just about up. You take yours well done, right, John?”

      “Right, unlike you who likes to chase it around the plate,” John said.

      “Okay, I’m gonna call the gang to the buffet table in ten,” Stu said, “So why don’t you guys go over with Helen and have a seat and I’ll bring it over when it’s done. And someone needs to rein in my wife. She’s been going nonstop since we got up.”

      “I’ll get her,” John said. He glanced over at Bob, who was chatting with Ed. All his life, he’d taken the story of how his father had died after he was born at face value, and why wouldn’t he? His mom was an honest woman, had drilled the importance of telling the truth into him no matter what the consequences were. Your name is the most important thing in your life, she’d told him. Protect it at all costs. If you ruin it by telling lies, you’ll never get it back.

      But now, looking at Bob, remembering how the man looked at his mother at the funeral home, a niggling thought began to grow in his mind. Was there more to the story of how dear old dad had died than what he’d been told? He walked over to his sister and pulled her aside.

      “You got a minute?”

      Peg turned to him. “Sure, what’s up?”

      “You remember anything about Dad?”

      She narrowed her eyes searchingly at him. “That’s out of the blue.”

      “I know, but do you?”

      She pursed her lips. “I was only two at the time, so I’m afraid I know as much as you do. Why are you asking this now?”

      “This,” John said, pulling out the photo and showing it to her.

      Peg looked at the photo a moment, then gave it back nonplused. “What about it?”

      John eyed her intently. “What about it? Really?”

      “It’s a picture.”

      “Of Bob holding me! Don’t you think that’s odd?”

      “Not really. I mean Bob and his wife, God rest her soul, have been a part of our family like forever.”

      John shook his head, glanced at Bob again. “Never mind.”

      She tilted her head and eyed him. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, I’m fine,” he said.
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      After dinner, John sat with Stu, Peg, Mike, Helen and Ellen around the table, swapping stories about Esther. The memories that came flooding out from around the table had them in tears of laughter and grief. As John listened to the tales, he mused on the picture in his pocket, then Vanessa, and finally whether he’d made a grave mistake leaving home to chase his dreams. His mother would’ve scolded him for these thoughts, but she was gone now. There was no going back, and to tell the truth, he wasn’t sure he wouldn’t still have made the same decision. He looked around, watching Peg’s children, Tommy and Terry, and as he did so, he thought of Vanessa’s son.

      He clenched his fist and for the third time, he did the math in his head. The first time he’d slept with Vanessa was three months before she left for college. Jason was what, maybe twenty-one or two? That would make him a serious contender as the boy’s father. The question in his mind was, did he want to know the truth if Vanessa would tell it? It would change everything he thought he knew about himself. And if he was the boy’s father, then what? It wasn’t like he could suddenly barge into the kid’s life.

      While he mused on these things, his niece, Terry, snuck over and tapped him on the arm. He eyed the sweet blond-haired girl, who ingratiated herself to him the most. She looked up at him with her china blue eyes and imploring smile and put her arms up. He smiled and plopped her onto his lap.

      As she wriggled around, she looked down at his leg. The cuff of his pants had pulled up, offering his niece a good look at his prosthetic foot. “What happened to your leg?”

      John rolled his pant leg up a little further so she could see the entire prosthetic, much to her mother’s chagrin. “I had an accident,” he said.

      “Does it hurt?” Terry said.

      John shrugged. “Sometimes.”

      His niece was quiet a minute and he could see her turning thoughts over in her head. Finally, she said, “I’m sorry. Maybe the doctors can give you medicine and make the pain go away.”

      John smiled and pulled his niece close to him. “I have medicine, but you know what?”

      “What?” Terry said, wide-eyed.

      “I don’t think I’ll be needing it anymore.”

      “Oh, good.” She paused then added, “Mommy says you’re going back to the mountains. Why? Don’t you like being here with us?”

      John felt the sting of her words all the way down to his gut. “Of course I like being here with you. It’s just that I work over there and people depend on me.”

      “You could find work over here,” she persisted.

      John swallowed, trying to think of a way to get out of this painful conversation. “Maybe someday I will,” he said, not believing it for a minute. “Right now, your uncle needs to go to the bathroom, though.” Which was also a lie, but one he had to give. Otherwise, he’d be forced to make another one he didn’t want to make.

      The little girl slid off his lap, and as he headed for the back door to the house, he had a strong feeling that once he left, he’d never see her again, and that bothered him a lot.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            6

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            MICHELLE

          

          CORNWALL, CANADA – MAY 29

        

      

    

    
      Michelle walked into the rear entry vestibule of the Tyler Construction office building and tossed her hardhat into the field equipment bin. As she shucked off her muddy boots, Don came trailing in behind her. Their morning site visit at the Eastman Office Park complex outside of town had run longer than expected due to being cornered by the client’s rep and the architect. More changes to the project scope, meaning another late night at the office doing a take-off and estimating the additional cost. Nothing she wasn’t used to dealing with. Change orders were an inevitable part of every project and could be profit boosters to the bottom-line, providing they weren’t a deduct or, worse yet, a result of someone at Tyler not doing their job.

      But as Don hung his jacket beside her, her thoughts were far away from that. Instead, they were ruminating on a difficult moment they’d had in the car after he picked her up this morning. He’d sensed she was struggling with what to do about her ailing father. As close as they’d become over the last two years since the accident with her husband, he knew she was on the edge of a transition, and she had said as much. But it was the tender look he gave her that spoke louder than words. It was more than just a supportive gaze, and it had left her anxious. The last thing she wanted was to hurt him.

      At last, she said, “Looks like another late night.”

      “We’ll see,” he said, untying his Timberlines and setting them on the mud tray next to hers. “First thing we need to do is get a hold of Darren and get a price on the additional steel. Have Peter take care of that. I’ll deal with George on the HVAC. You and Ed and Molly can tackle divisions four through nine. Don’t go crazy trying to needle everything down. Just nail the big-ticket items. The rest, I’ll throw a generous number at and see what sticks. I’ll meet you in the large conference room…say in ten?”

      “Okay. You want me to order lunch?”

      He hesitated, pulled on his beard and glanced at her with a crooked smile. “Sure, why not? The usual, but let Lisa do it.”

      She’d seen that smile on his face before, and with him pulling at his beard along with it, she sensed there was something afoot. “I don’t mind…”

      “‘Chelle,” Don said, shoving his foot into his office shoes. “Please?”

      Michelle shook her head, her sudden suspicions growing by the moment. “All right, all right!” She grasped the pull bar on the interior door, pulled back, and as an afterthought, eyeballed him and said, “You know, you’ve been doing that pulling on your beard thing a lot lately…like you do whenever you’re nervous about something or trying to keep a secret.”

      “Am I?” he said, his hand darting away from his face.

      “Yes, for the last week,” she said and went inside with a smile, leaving him behind to sort her observation out.

      She went into her office, opened the lower file cabinet drawer under her desk and tossed her purse inside. Grabbing her mug, she started for the kitchenette, fairly sure she’d run into Lisa and Molly on the way. Her two twenty-something office clerks had heard Don was bringing on that new guy to run the Tyler housing division. What was his name…Gerry, Larry, Harry? Something ending in “arry.”

      She’d met him briefly after the man’s job interview and had to admit the rugged dark-haired guy with soft hazel eyes was handsome, but he was nothing to get all wide-eyed about. Then again, she wasn’t in the market for any kind of male relationship at the moment. Her chief interest as office manager was whether he’d be a distraction. It was bad enough Peter turned heads without adding another to the mix.

      She came to the end of the hall and turned the corner to find the main open office area strangely quiet. Panning her gaze around the room, she found no one there or in the kitchenette alcove.

      What the…?

      The phone rang and she picked up. “Tyler Construction.”

      “Is Don Tyler around?”

      “May I ask who’s calling?”

      “Trent Woods from Centria Metal Panels.”

      “Hold on and I’ll see if he’s available,” Michelle said. She put the man on hold and rang Don up in his office. But her call to him went to voice mail. She frowned. Don had just come in with her.

      Maybe he’s in the bathroom.

      Switching back to Mr. Woods, she expressed her apologies and put him through to Don’s voice mail.

      “Okay, now to find out where everyone is,” she muttered and stalked back down the hall feeling perturbed. As she went poking and peeking in through open office doors, she discovered that not only was Don away from his office but Peter, Ed, and Henry were gone too. In fact, all the project managers’ offices were empty. She eyed the large conference room door. It was shut, which was unusual when there were no meetings scheduled. Suddenly, Don’s pulling on his beard along with the hush-hush conversations and diffident smiles coming her way over the last week came to a head. But still… her birthday wasn’t until next week.

      Okay, what’s going on?

      She walked up to the conference room door, drew breath and pushed in.

      “HAPPY BIRTHDAY-ANNIVERSARY!”

      Her breath ran away from her as she looked over the motley dressed crew that made up the family of the Tyler Construction Company. Don came forward toting a pair of hiking poles in one hand and a pair of binoculars in the other. Along with everyone else, he’d changed into a fleece mountain vest and khaki hiking pants.

      “We know your birthday isn’t ‘til next week,” Don said, “but today’s also your anniversary here at Tyler. And it’s a big one. Eighteen years! So, seeing how you have a big trip coming up, we all thought it would be right and proper to celebrate everything at once.”

      “I don’t know what to say,” Michelle said, trying to collect herself while Don put his arm around her. She looked at Peter and Ed in their slipshod hiking attire and grinned. It was like watching a warped version of Ace Ventura and Uncle Buck in Deliverance.

      “Just promise us you’re coming back,” Don said.

      “She better come back,” Peter called out, “she’s the only one who knows how things work around here.”

      Everyone laughed.

      Michelle rolled her eyes. “Don’t worry, I’ll be back. And Peter…stay out of my office, and especially my computer. The last time you were in there, it took me a week to straighten things out.”

      That was followed by a loud, “Oooo” from the crew. Don spoke up. “Who’s hungry? We have a few of ‘Chelle’s favorites here. The guest of honor goes first, though.”

      He took her hand and led her to the buffet on the conference room table that had been pushed to the side of the room. She eyed him as they went and tried to tell herself the look he’d given her this morning was no more than a look he’d give his own sister. Except there was a twinge in her gut that was telling her otherwise. Had she been seeing that hopeful gaze and denying it over the last few months? She didn’t know, and with everyone talking at her at once, she didn’t have time to examine it.

      She smiled, grabbed a plate and silverware, and helped herself to a chicken leg, salad greens and a cookie, then looked around for a place to sit. Henry came to the rescue, soda in hand, and directed her to the door leading out to the attached warehouse. He opened it and she walked in to see that an open area had been culled out within the material supply bay. Above it hung a huge white banner with the slogan, MICHELLE - NEPAL OR BUST written in big, bold blue letters. A makeshift plywood bench to her right held several brightly wrapped gifts.

      She eyed Henry. “Really?”

      “Hey, I’m just the messenger,” he said with a wide toothy grin. He took a drink of his soda and nodded toward three picnic tables with white tablecloths draped over them that were placed under the banner. “The table in the center is yours, I believe.”

      She sighed, wanting to disappear. It wasn’t so much she didn’t appreciate what people had done for her, but she didn’t like being the center of attention and never had. Being out on the stage alone with unsaid expectations ringing in her ears left her feeling exposed and vulnerable.

      She turned to Henry. “So, who’s responsible for this?” she said, having a good idea who it was.

      “All of us. It was a team effort,” Henry said.

      Michelle nodded. “Uh-huh. Okay, have your secrets,” she said as Don came in behind her with a heaping plate of food. He popped a bacon-wrapped scallop in his mouth and licked his fingers.

      “What’d’ya think?” he said.

      “I think someone overdid things, is what I think,” she said, eyeing her boss sideways only to realize her reply had nicked him. “I’m sorry, that came out wrong.” She dipped her head. “It’s nice to be thought of. I just don’t do well being on center stage.”

      Don brightened. “It’s okay, neither do I.”

      Which was a lie of course. Don was a natural on stage and people gravitated to him. But she wasn’t going to argue the point. She tilted her head toward the table. “Shall we?”

      They took their seats next to each other as the rest of the crew filed in. Someone fired up the office intercom and “Sway” came squawking out of the warehouse speakers above. Michelle glanced down the table at Lisa. Obviously, someone had been doing their homework on her taste in music.

      “Michael Bublé. You guys thought of everything,” she said, pointing upward.

      “What’s not to like?” Lisa said, lifting her fork and waving her hand to the beat of the song.

      “So, what’s it feel like being an old timer?” Ed said from down the table. He gave her one of his classic, wicked grins that usually ended up cornering someone into doing something entertaining at their own expense.

      “Hey, I’m not that old,” Michelle fired back, and smiled. “And, no, I’m not going to give any speeches, Mr. Caron, so just forget it.”

      Don leaned toward her and whispered, “You realize you’ve just signed your own death warrant.”

      Michelle groaned. “Don’t start.”

      Don chuckled and as they ate, the conversation around the table drifted to a mix of business and her upcoming trip until finally, Don cast a glance at Molly that sent the woman into the office. A moment later, the music was cut off, and he stood up and tapped his fork on his soda bottle. Everyone went quiet.

      “I want to raise a toast to someone who epitomizes the Tyler family’s service to our clients and our community. She came to us eighteen years ago, fresh out of college, with a desire to learn and be the best she could be for us, and that continues to this day. She is a shining example of what it is to be a professional in anything you do. She is also my voice of reason when I get ahead of myself, always keeping me balanced and looking at things from the other point of view. Michelle, I thank you from the bottom of my heart for everything you do.”

      “Here, here,” Henry said, and they all drank to her success.

      But Don wasn’t through. He cleared his throat and when she saw him take a deep breath, her body tensed.

      What are you up to?

      “You are my friend first and always, Michelle, and now I’m hoping you’ll be my partner,” Don said.

      Michelle felt the room shrink around her as she tried to make sense of what she’d just heard. Partner? She swallowed and looked up at him unbelieving, trying to comprehend what he’d just done. And there was that look again that sent a wave of panic through her. How could he have put her in such a tight spot in front of everyone?

      Her heart drummed as she fought the urge to ask him just what the hell he was doing. Everyone stared back at her expectantly, and it was a good thing she was sitting because were she standing, she was sure her legs would give out from under her. “I…I’m not sure what to say,” she said, trying not to trap herself into a commitment.

      “You could say yes,” Don said, raising a brow and eyeing her with that compelling expression she found hard to say no to.

      She forced a smile, refusing to believe he would intentionally put her in such a tight spot. But to be fair, he was a spur-of-the-moment type of guy who thought on his feet too often for his own good.

      At last, an idea came to her that seemed good, and she said, “I’m flattered, Don, I am, but I don’t have anything to invest.”

      He looked down at her in his knowing way, as if to say, I can wait, then said, “You’ve already invested in this company, ‘Chelle, and you’ll continue to do so. That’s enough for me. All I need from you is a dollar to make things legal when you’re ready.”

      Michelle’s mind spun. At last, she said, “I…I’ll look into it. No promises!”

      “Good enough for me,” Don said.

      That’s good, because that’s all you’re going to get right now. We’re going to talk after we’re done here.

      Molly spoke up, “Who wants cake?”

      “And there’s presents to be opened,” Lisa piped up.

      A minute later, the music was back on and cake was being passed out. Ed set a chair next to the gift bench and after everyone had finished up, Michelle was ushered over to it. She sat as Don came forward and took the first gift off the table. He handed her the present wrapped in a blueprint sheet and stood nearby as she opened the card.

      “This is from Peter,” she said and after she read it out loud, she tore the paper away and held it up for everyone to see.

      Peter said, “It’s an emergency bright stick just in case you get lost at night on the trail.”

      Michelle rolled her eyes. “Oh, geez, thank you for your confidence.” She set it aside as Don handed her the next gift from Henry, which was a collapsible shovel. Following these were hiking socks, a new fleece, gloves, a solar stove from Peter, a head lantern from Ed, and a host of gag gifts that included, not least of all, toilet paper—just in case.
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      Michelle set the last box with her gifts on the couch in her living room, kicked off her shoes and tossed her purse beside them. It had been a long, long day, working late on the change order notwithstanding. She flipped on the TV, went to the kitchen and poured a tall glass of wine. As she stood by the breakfast bar sipping the grape, she thought about the conversation she’d had with Don after the party. In fact, it was all she’d been thinking about since he’d ambushed her with the proposal. The man was totally clueless about the spot he’d put her in, which was totally who he was. But the offer, so far as she could see, was just an offer to be a business partner. So why was her gut shouting at her to run the other direction?

      Don was a good man; no, he was better than a good man. He’d been there for her and given her all the time she needed to start putting her life back together after the accident. A life she was still trying to put back together, a life that didn’t have room, at the moment, for anything other than friendship.

      She took her wine glass up and drifted back into the living room where David Letterman was reciting his top ten list. As the late-night host wound down to his number one answer, she went over to the boxes containing her birthday gifts and smiled. Everyone had gotten all dressed up in hiking gear for her party. The Tyler clan was good people. That they’d gone out of their way for her birthday meant a lot. She set her glass on the coffee table and pawed through the gifts again. Some of them, the socks and thermal underwear sets, were duplicates of things she’d already bought for the trip, but she hadn’t had the heart to say so. The emergency stick was definitely going with her along, though, with the new fleece with Tyler’s logo on it. As for the stove and the collapsible shovel, she’d stow them away for a future camping trip.

      She tucked them back in the box, set it aside, and taking up her wine glass, sat and put her feet up on the coffee table. Thank God tomorrow was Saturday. She could sleep in and take the weekend to decompress before heading back Monday to finish up the estimate. Sipping her wine, she dug through her purse and pulled her phone out to check on messages. When she tapped her password in, the phone buzzed in her hand repeatedly. Cam had blown up her phone. She read the texts that wondered where she was and flipped her head back. They’d planned a dinner date at Pierre’s she’d forgotten about.

      She’d have to call Cam back in the morning and apologize. She tossed the phone on the coffee table, feeling bad she’d accidentally blown her best friend off only to tip her purse over in the process, dumping an envelope on the floor. Don had given it to her earlier in the day. She bent over and picked it up, remembering how he’d shoved it in her hand after the party was over. Said not to open it until after she got home. She eyed the sealed business-sized envelope with her name scrawled across the front of it and felt her body tighten.
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      “He asked you what?” Cam said, sitting across the table from her.

      “To be his partner,” Michelle said, picking up her water. She took a sip, set it down, and added, “Said I epitomized Tyler, that I was the shining example of professionalism, and his voice of reason.”

      “Holy shit. I’m so happy for you.”

      Michelle nodded, forcing a smile, and looked away toward the oil painting of Upper Canada Village on the wall beside them. “I didn’t accept yet,” she said turning back.

      Cam’s eye’s widened, and she leaned forward. “Excuse me, umm…hello, anyone home?”

      “It’s a huge step, Cam. I’m not just going to go winging it here.”

      Cam frowned. “Well, of course not. It is a big step. But holy crap, these kinds of offers don’t just fall into your lap every day. What did he say?”

      “He didn’t have a problem with it, at least not that I saw,” Michelle said, and took another drink of water. “He gave me a bonus, too.”

      “Oh? That’ll come in handy for the trip.”

      “I’d say. It was ten grand,” Michelle said as the server came to take their order.

      Cam almost blew her sip of wine across the table. She swallowed hard, took a breath and said, “Ten thousand? This just keeps on getting better.” She smiled at the server and said to him, “When the time comes, she’ll be taking the bill.”

      Michelle grinned. “Maybe I should’ve waited with that piece of information until after you ordered.”

      “Damned straight,” Cam said, then laughed.

      They gave the server their order and after he left Michelle looked off, staring aimlessly toward the bank of windows facing the golf course. Finally, she said, “I think Don has more in mind than just making me his business partner.”

      Cam tilted her head and shot her a quizzical expression. “How do you mean?”

      “He gave me a look…you know, a look guys give when…”

      Cam stared back, her eyes popping open and her mouth hanging agape. Finally, she cleared her throat. “Are you sure?”

      “Not entirely, but it sure seemed that way, and he’s been very attentive lately.”

      Cam grinned. “So, he has the hots for you. Wow! And if he…”

      “I don’t think so,” Michelle said, cutting her off. “But outside of you, he’s my best friend. I don’t want to hurt him.”

      Cam knitted her brow. “So don’t!”

      Michelle rolled her eyes. “That’s easy for you to say, but it’s a bit more complicated than that.”

      “How so?”

      “Umm… well…if I accept the partnership, and he has plans for me, what then? I’d be cornered into an unpleasant situation if things went south. And then, there’s my father. I may not be going anywhere for the foreseeable future, but who knows what can happen. I don’t want to hem myself in, and if I take the partnership, that’s exactly what I’m doing. I’d be tied down here, so to speak.”

      “Which is what I thought you wanted,” Cam said. “Not tied down, but to stay here.”

      “Yes, it is, but only for the time being. In the long run, I have to think of my father. He’s still alive.”

      Cam nodded. “I guess…but…walking away from an opportunity like this…”

      “Yeah, I know.”

      “Well, do what you want,” Cam said, sitting back. “But opportunities like this don’t come along every day. Just saying.”

      Michelle sipped her water.
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            JOHN

          

          POKHARA – JUNE 6

        

      

    

    
      John’s flight touched down in Pokhara under cloud-heavy skies. As the twin turboprop passenger plane extended its flaps and skimmed over the bumpy runway, he stared aimlessly through the tiny window. He was home, if that was what it was. To be truthful, he wasn’t sure where he belonged anymore, and for the first time in his life, he felt rudderless and alone, despite the fact that he had family back in Oak Creek that wanted him there. In his mind’s eye, he saw Peg and the kids, still felt their hugs around him as they said their good-byes at the airport. Had he made a mistake coming back to Nepal? Honestly, he didn’t know. What really niggled at him, though, was Bob and Vanessa. All through his transpacific flight back to Nepal, he ruminated over their actions and the things they’d said.

      Was he Jason’s father, and if so what should he do about it? He turned the thought over and over in his head. No matter how it played out, he didn’t see a happy ending to it, because were he to be in the same situation as Jason, he was pretty sure he’d walk away and not look back. One didn’t just show up after twenty years and say, hi son, how’s life? Not in his world! Which brought him to Bob. He exhaled, feeling his gut twist and turn at the haunting possibility that Bob was more than just a neighbor across the street, who’d devoted so much time to him growing up. He closed his eyes, drawing back memories from the past, memories of when Bob and his mother interacted with each other. Little nuanced smiles back and forth between them, innocent hugs and pecks on the cheek, a brush of hands on each other’s shoulder and back, whispered secrets when no one else was looking.

      He’d always accepted the story his mother had told him about how his father had died. There was no reason not to, but now the story was crumbling away, and with it, little holes he’d always ignored were begging for answers. The irony of the unthinkable possibility swirling in his head made him squirm. Could his mom have lied to him all these years—well maybe not outright lied, but certainly omitted details? Details he now felt compelled to find out. As soon as he was settled back in, he was going to start investigating, and the first stone he’d go about turning over was David Patterson, his father.

      At length, he reached into his pants pocket and dug out his cell phone, powered it up and typed his passcode in to see if Mick had messaged him yet. He’d texted Mick this morning in Kathmandu, asking if he’d be willing to pick him up when his flight came in, and he had yet to get one of Mick’s standard clipped replies. That was Mick, though—long on face-to-face conversation, sharp and to the point on the written. As the screen lit up, the phone pinged. Sure enough, it was Mick.

      
        
        Out front.

        

      

      He texted back that he was down and would be out shortly.

      The plane pirouetted ninety degrees and coasted along the tarmac to a line of idle twin turbo aircraft. When it came to a stop, his traveling companions scrambled to gather their belongings as the cabin crew of one, a short, dark Nepali woman in an out-of-place blue and white button-down western uniform, went to the hatch door. When a knock came from outside, she pulled the bar latch and the door flopped down, letting in the humid, sticky air. It wasn’t much better than the cabin’s feeble attempt at air conditioning. He waited for everyone to deplane—because it was just damned easier—then grabbed his pack and shuffled out behind them under the watchful and sympathetic eyes of the female attendant.

      He gave her a passing glance as he went by and descended the portable stair.

      Yes, I don’t have a fucking leg and no, I don’t need help. I can get off just fine. I’m not a Goddamned cripple.

      He looked up at the brooding skies, felt a spritz of tiny raindrops pelt his face. It was getting to be that time again in Nepal when rain would rule the skies. He hiked his pack up onto his shoulder and, without looking back, walked toward the L-shaped masonry and wood-framed terminal building, ignoring the comings and goings of the airport crews rushing about.

      With no checked bags to collect, he was in and out and heading toward Mick’s blue Ford EcoSport, which was parked down the terminal access loop. He slapped the rear quarter panel, letting Mick know he was there, and opened the back door. Throwing his pack in, he shut the door and hopped in front.

      Mick blew out a cloud of smoke and notched the stub of his cigar in the corner of his mouth. He nodded toward the takeout cup sitting in the console’s cup holder between them. “How was the flight?”

      “It was crap,” John said, wrinkling his nose. “That coffee?”

      “Yup,” Mick said, puffing away, and pulled out into traffic, coffee cup in hand.

      John gulped a mouthful of caffeine and rolled his window down; rain be damned if it came. “I need to eat.”

      Mick plucked the cigar from his mouth and set it in a dish that was seemingly glued to the dashboard. Slurping a swig, he said, “Where to? Sanjay’s?”

      John waved his hand in front of him, wondering how Mick smoked those God-awful things. “Sure, whatever.” They were quiet for a moment until John finally added, “Hey, you mind putting that damn heater out before I choke to death.”

      “Oh, yeah, sure. I was about done with it anyways,” Mick said and grabbed it from the dish and tossed it in his cup.

      John turned the radio on and a reedy Asian melody of flutes and keyboards trailed out. “So what’s been going on around here since I’ve been gone?”

      Mick tapped his fingers on the steering wheel in tune with the music as they hit the main arterial going into town. “Well, the Sherpa are in a snit over the government’s lame response to their demands concerning all the shit that went down on the mountain. No surprise there. Can’t say as I blame ‘em. The ministry’s been hosing them a long time, and the new guard isn’t having it.”

      “I bet,” John said. He’d been hearing rumors going on over the years regarding the younger sherpa guides’ disapproval of the elder Sherpa kowtowing to the big-time outfits and Nepalese authorities. “Think they’ll boycott the mountain next year?” he added, not believing they would.

      Mick shook his head. “No way. But I’ll tell you one thing. They’re gonna be real ornery to work with. They want their fair share of the mountain, and eventually they’re gonna get it cause, let’s face it, they can shut that mountain down if they want. No Sherpa…no summit, and that’s just plain bad for biz.”

      John couldn’t argue with that. Without his sherpa, he couldn’t even think of attempting any of the high peaks, let alone Everest. He chewed his lip as Mick went on.

      “The big burr in the ass here is the sherpa demands on the gov’s take on permits. They want thirty percent. The boys in the ministry came back with five. That went over like a fart in church.”

      “Yeah, but they need us as much as we need them,” John said.

      “Yup, that’s why we need to throw our weight behind them to get what they want from the gov. Otherwise…” Mick shrugged.

      “Right,” John said. He fell quiet as Mick negotiated the maze of streets through town. Turning back to the window, he watched the sea of humanity swarming the streets among the comings and goings of cattle, motorbikes and rickshaws. Mick hadn’t said anything about John’s loss, but then John didn’t expect him to. Neither of them were any good at delving into things that mattered, especially when it came to love and grief. It was just better to ignore them and move on. Finally, he said, “So you all done wrapping up spring treks and climbs?”

      “Pretty much. Team one just summited Ama Dablam, and last I heard, they’re on their way down. Teams two and three are breaking camp at Annapurna as we speak. Team four is on the Circuit. Should be back in a couple weeks, and that’s it.” He sighed and shook his head. “Been a hard season.”

      Understatement of the year!

      “You got that right,” John said, drifting into his own thoughts. He sucked on his coffee and kept his gaze pinned to the throngs of people going here and there outside his passenger side window. It seemed that no good deed he’d done the last five years had gone unpunished. Life was beating the shit out of him, and it seemed to be having fun doing it.

      Mick went on in a drone.

      John caught only the tail end of Mick’s comment. “What?”

      “I said it feels like ’96 all over again.”

      John blinked in surprise and looked at him. “You were here in ’96? You never told me that.”

      Mick shrugged. “Never occurred to me to. It was my first year on the mountain. Hell of a baptism, huh? Never been around death much and it shook the hell out of me. Especially when it happened to those guys. I was in awe of them. Hall was revered up here and so was Fischer. But then I don’t need to tell you that. Nor does being the best of the best mean anything on Everest.” He eyed John knowingly then looked away. “Everything went wrong: missing O2 bottles, the storm, a decision gone wrong, a dead man walking four hours to Camp 4. It was surreal, and what was really the shits was Hall’s wife being pregnant with their first kid. She was three or four months along at the time or she’d have been on the mountain with him.”

      John had heard the story before, of course, but now it suddenly hit home. A vision of Greg Madden on the South Col looking upward when they were on their way down the mountain came to his mind’s eye. It had been three years ago, but the events of that day were burned into his memory forever. Frank pointing up to the snow-laden ridge, telling the kid his father, Steve Madden, lay up there in the snow. It was like a bad B-budget movie being resurrected every so many years: same story, same mountain, just different characters. And now he realized he’d played a part in it, a bit character in the ongoing story of Everest’s appetite for men and, yes, women.

      “…Anyway, people are nervous on the mountains—all of them,” Mick continued turning off the main arterial and heading for Sanjay’s. “Even on the trails. People’ve been cancelling treks. Worried about avalanches and landslides,” Mick said, then hit the brakes and laid on the horn.

      John looked up to see a motorbike weaving in and out of traffic.

      Mick stuck his arm out the window and waved it in the universal WTF gesture then shook his head. “Idiot!” He stepped on the gas and a moment later, they pulled up in front of Sanjay’s. He put the car in park, sat back and turned toward John. “You okay?”

      It was an open-ended question, veiled in the deniability of intruding into John’s loss of his mother. John nodded. “Yeah, I’m good,” he lied. “Let’s eat.”

      Mick slapped the steering wheel and smiled. “All right then.”
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      John followed Mick into the café and headed to a table near the back. On the way, Mick grabbed a copy of the Himalaya Times off the rack near the front door. As usual, the café was humming with the latest Nepalese tunes. John combed his fingers through his hair and pulled out a chair. As he sat, Nabin came shuffling out of the kitchen carrying a large tub of dishes. When the young man saw them, he set the tub on the front counter with a thud and came running to them like a puppy.

      “Namaste, Mr. Patterson. Where have you been?” Nabin said, his dark eyes wide and his lyrical voice full of excitement. “We’ve been worried about you. We haven’t seen you in long, long time.”

      John stretched his legs out in front of him and laid his hands on the table. Despite his mind being elsewhere, he was touched. He reached out and bumped fists with the boy. “Hey, Nabin. Missed you, too. How’s that piggy bank coming along?”

      Nabin smiled and bowed. “Getting there.”

      “Glad to hear it,” John said. He turned to Mick, who was checking his cell. “He’s saving up to go to Guide School.”

      Mick looked up and nodded.

      “Something to drink?” Nabin said, pulling out his menu pad.

      “Yeah,” John said. “Bring us a thermos of lemon tea.”

      Mick put his phone on the table and jabbed his thumb at John. “He’ll take lemon tea. I want a pot of the good brew.”

      “Ah, butter tea,” Nabin said with a knowing smile. “Sure.” He glanced back and forth at them. “You want menu?”

      John bent his head toward Mick, and when the man put his hand up, he turned back to Nabin. “Won’t be necessary. We’ll take our usual poison.”

      “Okay. But we have special today. Chicken curry and side of momos. Very good. You will like.”

      “Thanks, but we’ll pass, son,” Mick said, and as the boy turned to get their tea, Mick added, “Oh, and a plate of pukala for me.”

      John rolled his eyes. “How do you eat that shit?”

      “Same way you drink that watered-down fruit juice you call tea,” Mick retorted and laughed. “One of these days, I’m gonna toughen that tender American stomach of yours.”

      “My stomach is just fine,” John said and grabbed Mick’s newspaper. He took out the middle section, leaving the rest for Mick, and opened it to the last page where the local job opportunities were. In the past, he’d worked construction jobs during the summer between expeditions to kill time and keep busy but having been out of the loop over the last three years, his regular go-to gigs had probably dried up. That left what…odd jobs working for peanuts? Before his life went all to shit, he could’ve lived with it, but now with all the medical expenses he’d incurred from losing his leg and his emergency trip back home, he needed the money.

      As he skimmed down the ads written in Nepalese, he heard Mick pick up the front section and turn pages beside him. A moment later, Mick’s voice floated over the top of his page. “Construction’s hit the skids this year.”

      John pressed his lips together. “So I see.”

      “I hear the Golden Monkey’s hiring.”

      John lowered his newspaper. Mick’s face was buried behind the front page. When the man lowered it, John said, “Doing what?”

      “Bartending, I think,” Mick said and turned back to his paper.

      John wasn’t sure how he felt about serving guys he once drank and caroused with, but his options were limited. It was hard enough for a westerner to land a good paying job in a closed society that protected its own, let alone going in as damaged goods.

      Nabin came back with their teas and Mick’s platter of fried water buffalo meats and set them on the table. “You want me to pour for you?” Nabin said.

      “No, that’s all right,” John said, setting his paper down. He filled his cup as Mick folded his section up and set it aside. Taking a sip, John dismissed the boy and said to Mick, “Pay any good?”

      “You mean at the Monkey? Haven’t a clue,” Mick said then leaned forward and looked at him hard. “Hey, you strapped for cash? Cause if you are, I can—”

      “No, I’m fine,” John said cutting him off. “Just used to getting paid what I’m worth.” But the look on Mick’s face told him he wasn’t buying the bullshit. The man didn’t press it though, which was just as well. John returned to his newspaper, scanning down the page as Mick dug into his appetizer. There was only one construction job, and it was roofing. Something he wasn’t suited for anymore, and which he had zero chance of landing. He shook his head and folded his paper up just as Mick’s phone buzzed.

      Mick picked up the call. “Yeah? Oh, hi Binod. How’s it going? Right…right…and Greg and Adam? Good…good. So, what’s up?” He switched the phone to his other ear and frowned. “What? Christ! You tell him we have a contract! And? Of course he did. He’s killing me.” He sighed. “Tell you what, put him on.”

      Mick rolled his eyes at John, covered his phone with his hand and shook his head. “Fucking Kamal, always trying to nickel and dime me. Unfortunately, he’s the only game in town up in Thorung, and he knows it.”

      The mention of Greg Madden caught John sideways. He pricked his ears as Mick put the phone back to his ear. The man stabbed a chunk of steak and said, “Yeah and Namaste to you, too, Kamal. What’s the problem?”

      As John watched Mick listen to the man on the other end of the phone, a thousand questions about the young and reckless Madden kid swirled in his head. As he fought to keep his patience in check, waiting for Mick to end the call, he saw Mick scowl and grit his teeth.

      “Yeah…yeah, I know Kamal…the cost of supplies goes up when shit happens on the mountain…but hey, that’s not my problem…We have a signed agreement, and a very good one I might add.” Mick paused as if to get ahold of himself, and said, “But in the interest of friendship, I’m listening. Uh-huh, yeah… what? Forty-five hundred a night!”

      Mick balled his fists as his eyes darted back and forth across the table. “No, I’m not going there with you Kamal…Yes, I know you’re it up there, but I’m not going to be held hostage…Oh, you can do that, and maybe next trip I’ll have my boys pitch tents and bypass ya. How’s that?” he snapped. After a brief pause, Mick went on. “No, no…I’m not angry with you. Yes, Sāthī, you and I, right…Okay, I’ll hold.” Mick put his hand over the phone again and shook his head. “He’s thinking on it.” He sipped his tea, and after a moment said, “Right, yeah, I know Kamal. You understand my position here though, right? Good. Yes, we’ll work something out next trip…You have my word on it, and thanks for the break. Good health to you, too. Namaste.”

      He ended the call. “What a guy!”

      John nodded, biting down the urge to interrogate Mick about the Madden kid right off, and said, “Tea house owners. Nothing’s ever easy with those guys.”

      “Just business. All part of the dance,” Mick replied.

      “Well, I’m glad I never had to deal with that shit,” John said and sat back.

      Mick took a bite of his appetizer, and as he chewed, he curled his lips and said, “Yeah, one of the perks of being a lowly guide. You leave the dirty work to the uppers like me.”

      John couldn’t help but laugh as Nabin brought their lunches out. “You got that right. And it’s expedition leader to you, Popeye,” he said as he unwrapped his silverware. Nabin set their dishes down, and after thanking the boy, he sent him off. Digging into his lunch, he speared a chunk of roast pork and popped it in his mouth. “So, tell me about Greg Madden.”

      Mick stirred his food around his bowl, mixing the strips of meats with the savory broth, and looked up. “From what I’ve seen and heard from Binod, he’s not bad. Has an easy way about him with the clients, too, and he knows his shit.”

      “I bet,” John said, and popped another bite in his mouth. “You just better hope he never has to make a decision that really matters.”

      “You can’t condemn a guy for one mistake, John. It’s how you get better.”

      “Or dead,” John muttered. He looked up, swallowed, and stared across the table at Mick. “You weren’t there,” he said. “But hey, not my biz.”

      “No, it’s not,” Mick replied. “And you’re right, I wasn’t there. You want some advice?”

      “Not really,” John said, “But go ahead.”

      “We’ve known each other how long…fifteen years? And yet, after all this time, I don’t know shit about you, except for one thing.”

      “What’s that?”

      “You’re an angry son of a bitch, Shanks.”

      “Am I?”

      “Yeah, you are. You’ve had a bug up your ass since I’ve known you. I don’t judge you. You’re a good friend, and you are who you are. But one of these days, you’re gonna pay a heavy price if you don’t dig it out.”

      “That so?”

      “Yeah. My brother was a lot like you. Pissed at the world. After a while, it rotted him out from the inside.”

      Mick rarely talked about his deceased brother except in passing. John just assumed it was a private matter and let it be. Besides, he didn’t need to know the details beyond what Mick told him about the suicide. But now, Mick was pointing the finger at him. The man had hit too close to the mark for comfort, and what was worse, deep down he knew Mick was right.

      But he had no idea how to let go of the seething contempt he had for all the wrongs that had befallen him over the years. He sucked his lip. “Thanks for the insight, Freud. I’ll keep it in mind.”

      An awkward silence passed between them, and for the next five minutes they paid attention to their meal. Finally, Mick looked up and said, “Just being straight with ya.”

      “Yeah, I know,” John said, and shrugged. “Don’t sweat it. It’s what friends are for, right? Pointing shit out?” He forced a grin.

      But Mick didn’t smile back. “Friends who give a damn, anyways.”

      John sat back and ran his hands through his hair. All these years, he’d considered Mick just a drinking buddy with whom he shared professional common interests. A man who did him favors now and then, asked about family and so on, and vice-versa. It never occurred to him Mick might think of him as a real friend—someone who really gave a shit, someone he could trust. He didn’t know how to respond, except to say, “Thanks, Mick. Means a lot.”
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      The Golden Monkey’s roots in the surrounding industrial district of Butwal went back over a hundred years or so it was said. It was hard to determine anything as absolute fact when it came to nailing down the origins of anything in Nepal. Then again, John wasn’t interested in the Monkey’s history and how the building had been handed down from generation to generation of the Gorkha family, which he’d heard ad nauseam since he’d first entered the unpretentious neighborhood establishment. He liked it because it was a regular watering hole with regular people who were straightforward and left you alone if that’s what you wanted.

      He pulled up in front of the Monkey, found a place and parked. As usual, the Monkey’s wrought iron tables and chairs outside were filled with the lunch crowd. The potent aroma of garlic and curry permeated the air along with lyrical Nepali voices. But he wasn’t there for lunch today. He snatched yesterday’s newspaper off his passenger side seat and got out. In the light of day, the Monkey’s salmon-hued stucco façade above the brownstone masonry knee walls took on a deeper earthy tone. Today the columns, with their carved golden Tamarin bases under the sweeping slate blue canopy, were muted. He hoofed it to the front door and went inside. The long familiar room was humming with patrons sitting in dated wood and vinyl-backed booths eating their lunches. A broad flat screen TV behind the bar pumped out the latest music videos.

      John took a deep breath. Coming here asking for a job left him feeling like he’d slid down the ladder to rock bottom. But he needed something to see him through until the Circuit started up. He glanced down at his leg, saw how the pant cuff hung empty around the steel prosthetic, and not for the first time, he felt like he was less than. A cripple, handicapped. And what if the Circuit didn’t work out? In his heart, he knew Andersen was throwing him a bone, and it wasn’t because they were kind-hearted. They were looking out for their interests. Letting go of a recognized hero was bad PR, at least for the short term. It would only be a matter of time until they’d be looking for ways to ease him out unless he could prove himself and make it near impossible for them to let him go.

      He gritted his teeth and tromped ahead, his footsteps clacking on the polished wood plank floor. Determined not to run into one of his drinking buddies, he found a place at the end of the bar. Then again, what did it matter? If he got the job, he’d be facing them soon enough. Sliding onto a stool, he ignored the framed newspaper article about the high-altitude rescue on Everest with his picture in it.

      “Hey, Ajay,” he said, leaning over the bar, “the boss around?”

      Kiran Gorkha, who was the head of the large Gorkha family, ran the Monkey and he was a hands-on type of guy, mingling with his patrons, asking about their health and families. And if you were a mountaineer, so much the better. Mountaineers brought in the business. Add the fact that John had become legend, and it was no surprise Kiran sent him a bottle of his best rice wine on birthdays and such.

      “Sure. Something wrong?” Ajay said, clearing away empty glasses and wiping the bar.

      “No, no. Just need to talk to him a minute,” John answered, setting the newspaper in front of him.

      “Okay,” he said. “You want a drink while you wait?”

      John thought about it. A little patronizing might help his chances. “Yeah, why not? Whatever you have on tap.”

      The kid nodded and headed toward a closed door at the other end of the bar.

      As John waited, he pulled out his phone and went online, looking up drink recipes in case Kiran decided to quiz him. He had a pretty good idea he knew enough to get by should it come to that, but it couldn’t hurt to have one last refresher. While he was searching, his phone chirped. He looked at the number. It was Frank.

      Christ, I’ll deal with you later!

      He let it go to voice mail and went back to the previous screen just as Kiran’s large, round body came swaying down behind the bar.

      “Namaste, John. What can I do for you?” the man said as he brought John’s drink. He set the beer on a napkin in front of John and wiped his puffy hands on the soiled white apron wrapped around his body.

      John closed out of the website and put his phone down. Forcing a smile, he said, “Kiran. Namaste. Timi lai kasto chha?”

      “I very fine, thank you,” Kiran said then laughed. He leaned back against the rear counter and considered John with a speculative gaze. “So, what on your mind today, John-ji, or are you here to practice your Nepali?”

      John let all pretense fall away and drew his folded newspaper in front of him. Tapping the want ad with his finger, he said, “Not at all. I’m here to fill your bartending job.”

      Kiran wrinkled his brow. “You want bartend? Why? Expedition company not pay you enough?”

      John took a gulp of beer, half expecting this question, debating how he would answer if it came up. He didn’t want to appear desperate nor did he want to come off nonchalant. He took a drink of his beer and looked Kiran in the eye and said, “Actually, yes I’d like the job, and Andersen pays me just fine. I just like to keep busy in the off season, but with things as they are…” He glanced down at his leg then back up at Kiran to see if the man got his meaning, and went on, “I can’t exactly work my usual gig in construction.”

      Kiran nodded then stepped forward and splayed his hands on the bar. “I don’t know. You big deal around here.”

      Meaning Kiran was worried how it would look having the local hero tending bar. With Kiran, as with many Nepali men, appearances were everything when business was involved.

      But John smiled. “You think too much of me. I’m just a regular here, but if you’re right, I’d probably pull more business in.”

      Kiran ran his hand over his bald head and as he did, John got the impression he was trying to figure out a way to say no without saying it directly. The man looked away, pressing his puffy lips together, then turned back. “I looking for regular full-time bartender. I hire you, what happen when you go on expedition?”

      John’s heart thumped. He had no idea how to answer the question. How could he have overlooked such an obvious objection? Then again, he’d always been used to the seasonal work construction offered him. He took another drink, trying to figure out a solution, but in his heart, he knew there wasn’t one. At last, he sighed and said, “I guess you got a point there.”

      Kiran eyed him and there was sympathy in his gaze. “Certainly there are other things you can do, yes?”

      “Right,” John said, grabbing his beer and polishing it off. “It was a thought.” He dug a 500-rupee note out of his pocket, threw it on the bar, and got up. “I guess I’ll be on my way. Thanks.”

      Kiran nodded, “Sorry.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” John said. He got up and started off. Suddenly, Kiran spoke up behind him. “John-ji, wait. I have idea. I need bartender now, but you could fill in until I find someone, say around time you leave for expedition, one time…hmm? It don’t pay much, though. What you say to that?”

      John turned back to the man. “How much is not much?”

      Kiran rubbed his chin appraisingly. “One-twenty-five a week, plus tip.”

      The man was right. It wasn’t much, but what did he expect? “When can I start?”

      “Tomorrow. You stop by, say five o’clock. Fill out paperwork,” Kiran said, collecting John’s empty glass and rupee note. The man headed back down the bar to his office, then stopped and looked back at him. “You know how to make drinks, right?”

      “Of course,” John lied. “See you tomorrow.” He headed for the front door to go home but changed his mind when a waiter passed by him with a platter of chicken curry. He hadn’t realized he was hungry, so he found a table near a window looking out at the street. As he waited to be taken care of, he woke his phone up to see Frank’s voice message blinking on the screen. He debated whether to call him back.

      The last time they spoke, Frank was hot on him to press Andersen into ponying up a donation for a Sherpa fundraiser he was working on. That was the last thing John wanted to talk about right now. On the other hand, there was the matter of Frank not telling him Greg Madden was back in the mountains, and worse yet, that the kid was working for Mick’s outfit, and on the Circuit no less. Yeah, sure, Frank and the kid’s mother had a thing going on, but still…after all that had happened three years ago, he deserved a heads-up. And to think Frank had actually referred the kid to Mick. Frank knew Andersen had moved him to the Circuit, knew how he felt about what had happened on the mountain. It was a damned insult.

      The waiter came to the table and he ordered the chicken curry along with another beer. As he sat there thinking about whether he should call Frank back, anger roiled in his gut. But it was more than anger. Something else he couldn’t quite nail down. His finger hovered over Frank’s number as he tried to sort out his thoughts. With Frank, you had to think things through when you went after him or he’d take your words and use them against you like a club.

      Damned Buddhist bullshit logic!

      It drove him nuts because every time he’d ever confronted Frank, the man had left him questioning himself. Because in the end, whatever they were arguing about, he had to concede Frank had a point, which only dug into him, making him feel like a teenager. But this was different, he told himself. The two of them had gone through some serious shit that just couldn’t be forgotten, shit that drew them together. Frank owed him an explanation, so he pressed the send button and prepared himself to launch into the man.

      Frank picked up on the third ring and before he could say anything, John said, “Yeah, what’s up?”

      “Hey, John. I heard about your mom. You all right, guy?”

      What the hell you think, Frank? My mother just died. Of course I’m not fucking okay.

      He bit down the urge to repeat aloud what he was thinking, and said, “I’m doing.”

      “There anything I can do?”

      Yeah, tell me why I had to find out the kid’s here from Mick.

      “No, not really,” John said, and looked out the window. He tapped his fingers on the table. “So, I hear the Madden kid is here,” he said and waited to see how Frank would answer.

      “Yeah, he…umm…he’s been coming over yearly on visas. Works with the Hillary Trust,” Frank said.

      “That so?” John said. “Doing what?”

      “Helping them manage projects in Sagarmatha.”

      “I see, and does managing projects include trek guiding in Annapurna?” John said as the waiter came to his table with his lunch.

      “Well, no.”

      “Uh-huh. Seems he has a lot of free time.”

      “He has a fair amount of it, yes.”

      “And thought he’d try his hand at guiding,” John said, and sucked a gulp of beer. “Interesting how he got hooked up with Mick, seeing how Mick operates out of Pokhara.”

      “Yeah, I was surprised to see Greg was in Pokhara, too. Apparently, he finished the project he was working on in Khunde and decided to check out the Annapurna region.”

      Humph…Not nearly as surprised as me, believe it!

      “So you talked to him?”

      “Yeah, he called me shortly after the Holi Festival. Said he was looking for a gig before heading home.”

      “That so?” John said, trying to rein in his temper.

      “Yeah. I thought of Mick, so I gave his office a call.”

      John bristled, tightened his grip on his phone. “And it never occurred to you I just might have a problem with that? Jesus Christ, you know how I feel about that shithead. I don’t want him anywhere near me. And now he’s right here in my Goddamned back yard, and thanks to you, on the fucking Circuit. Christ!”

      “Look, John. I—”

      John ended the call before Frank could go on and slammed the phone down on the table, startling the couple sitting across from him. He looked past them, glaring at nobody and everyone. The one person who should know better, the one person he’d risked his life for, had given a chunk of his body for had betrayed him. He eyed his lunch sitting in front of him, resisting the powerful urge to sweep his hand across the table and dash it all over the floor.
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      Michelle sat in the passenger seat as Don drove to the site of the medical center they were building. As they drove through town in the early morning traffic, she went through the change orders in her Pendaflex folder, reviewing them for the client to sign off.

      Don glanced over at her. “Everything in order?”

      “I believe so. You sure about this number here on the additional site work drainage? Looks a bit low to me. I mean, in the past we’ve used a higher number on the per foot of trenching.”

      “We’ll be okay. There’s more than enough slush in the addition number to cover it.”

      Michelle frowned. In all her experience, she’d never seen a project where an addition to the design of this magnitude happened at this stage of the game. Not that she was complaining. This Add was going to be a boon to the company. “I wonder why they suddenly decided the original site design wasn’t sufficiently large enough. Didn’t they take all their needs into account in the beginning? Seems like they weren’t thinking things all the way through.”

      Don shrugged. “They always wanted it but didn’t think they had the dollars for it.”

      “Then why didn’t they put it in as an Add Alternate? I mean, you always get a better number that way. Even I know that. Seems shortsighted to me.”

      “I agree. Not very smart on the architect’s part.”

      “Unless the owners told them not to. My guess is that’s what happened. Labrador and Caron Architects are pretty sharp. I can’t believe they missed this. Makes no sense.”

      Don turned off Ninth Street and went down McConnell Ave, heading north. “They did seem to have a plan ready to go right off the bat.”

      “I bet the owners found some money and didn’t want to wait to go through another bidding process.”

      “All the better for us,” he said and shot her a smile. He was quiet a moment, and then added, “So, have you been giving thought to my offer?”

      “You mean the partnership?” Michelle said, not really wanting to have this conversation right now.

      He shifted in his seat and cleared his throat. “Yeah.”

      Her gut tightened. “Some. You know, I was uncomfortable with the way you sprang that on me.”

      “So you said when you reamed me a new one,” he said and smiled. “And I am sorry. Like I said, I was just caught up in the moment.”

      “I know, and it’s not like I don’t appreciate the offer. I’m flattered, but it means big changes for me,” she said as they stopped at a traffic light.

      He eyed her with a confused look.

      “You’re thinking it’s a no-brainer, but it’s not, at least not for me.”

      “How so?”

      Michelle debated what, if anything, she should tell him about her brother’s offer to her to come live in Ottawa. At last she said, “A partnership is a big step, and I have a very busy life these days. My father has health issues, and I don’t want to be in a situation where you’re depending on me for something and I can’t be there. It’s not fair to either of us.”

      “You know there would never be an issue with that,” Don said.

      “You say that now, but you can’t know the future.”

      He started driving again. “How long have you known me?”

      “A long time.”

      “And in all that time, have I ever given you crap over taking time off?”

      “No, but being a partner is sort of like getting married and buying a house. You get tied down.” What’d I just say? Shit, nice choice of words, ding-dong!

      “I never thought of it that way,” he said and grinned. “Kind of like the sound of it.”

      Michelle rolled her eyes, but her insides were churning. He’d been making subtle hints over the last few months that he was interested in taking their relationship in another direction. She’d been trying to convince herself she was overthinking things, but in her gut, she knew it was true. And lately, he’d been more demonstrative toward her, pulling her in for hugs and touching base with her out of the office more. She liked Don a lot; maybe even loved him in some ways, but that wasn’t enough to take the relationship a step further.

      “Stop.”

      He twitched in his seat and glanced at her. They drove for a minute in silence, and she could sense him working up to something. Something she was sure she didn’t want to hear. At last he said, “Look ‘Chelle, I’m not going to lie to you. You’re a beautiful, intelligent, compassionate woman who’s been through a lot. And…” he broke off and she saw him swallow, “And I kind of would like to see if there’s anything worth exploring with us.”

      There it was. Her heart pounded. She scrambled for words as her stomach did flip-flops. “I…um, exploring…hmm… you mean a date?”

      “Yeah, something like that,” Don said.

      “I suppose…sure, but I haven’t been on a date in years.”

      “Well, neither have I.” He smiled. “We’ll fumble through it together.”

      “Uh…yeah, I guess.” She took a deep breath. Well, I copped out on that, didn’t I? Thank God for this trip coming up. It’ll give me some space and maybe he’ll re-think things. Right! Who are you kidding? It’ll just make him want me more than ever, and then what do I do?
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      Two days later, Michelle pulled into Cam’s driveway. She snatched up her purse and canvas bag sitting on the seat beside her and got out. Today was her best friend’s birthday, and she’d made reservations at Danielle’s, a fashionable bistro in Glen Walter. Their table would be beside the window on the cantilevered deck overlooking the seaway. She was running late, but then she and Cam always seemed to be running behind. Such was the nature of their jobs.

      She walked to the front door, half expecting Cam to rush out and hug her after telling her best friend about Don’s proposal the other day. The door remained shut, though. At least that’s the way it appeared. When she came to it, she saw it was ajar. It was unlike Cam to be cavalier regarding security, even in the upscale neighborhood she lived in.

      She wrinkled her brow. “Cam, it’s me,” she called as she pushed the door open. There was no answer save for Merlin, who came bounding into the living room from down the hall. She set her bag and purse down on the couch and petted the dog. “Cam!”

      “I’m in the bedroom,” Cam said. Her voice sounded anything but upbeat.

      Michelle’s body tensed. “Everything okay?” she said as she padded down the hallway with Merlin trailing behind. When she came to Cam’s bedroom, she found her lying on top of the bed curled around her body pillow. A bottle of Xanax was on the night table beside Cam. The top was off of it. Her cell phone sat by the table lamp.

      Cam looked up as Merlin hopped on the foot of the bed and lay down.

      Michelle’s breath caught. Had someone died? Cam’s mother’s face flashed before her. Since Adam died two years ago, Cam’s mother’s health had been steadily declining. Michelle swept up next to Cam and sat on the bed. “What’s wrong?” she said, putting her hand on Cam’s shoulder.

      Cam shrugged. “It’s been a really bad day, ‘Chelle.”

      Michelle waited for Cam to continue and braced for the worst. When Cam remained silent, she swallowed and said, “What happened?”

      “I had a patient die on me,” Cam muttered. “I did everything I could, but it wasn’t enough.”

      Michelle felt her heart sink. Cam had lost patients before. It was something she said you grew to accept. She rubbed Cam’s shoulder and choosing her words carefully, said, “He was a friend?”

      Cam nodded. “He’s been a patient with us for years. I took him on after Dennis retired. He’s a St. George grad, class of ’58. When he saw I went there too, he took right to me and over the last seven years, we got to know each other pretty well…too well. I knew it was a bad idea, getting close to a patient, but I couldn’t help myself. He was such a nice old man.”

      “I’m sure he was. Anyone that gets into your heart is special.”

      “Yes, he was very special, and I failed him.”

      “I don’t understand,” Michelle said. “Failed him…how?”

      Cam shook her head. At last she said, “He didn’t look good when he came in. Said he was short of breath and achy. I was thinking pneumonia or bronchitis, and was about to refer him to the hospital when he went cyanotic on me.”

      Suddenly it all made sense to Michelle. “Are you saying…?”

      Cam nodded. “Yeah, he died right in front of me.”

      Michelle reached down, pulled her best friend into her arms and held her tight. In all the years she’d known her, Cam had always been the strong one. She fought to find words of comfort, but everything that came to mind sounded trite.

      “His poor wife, she was waiting outside for him,” Cam muttered into Michelle’s shoulder.

      “Oh, my God,” Michelle said, trying to wrap her head around the words.

      “Why didn’t I see the signs right off? It was so obvious and I…”

      Michelle bit her lip. She knew all about recriminating guilt. Had been living with it for the last two years, a dark inner journey that hounded her, stalking her in the bitter watches of the night. She questioned everything, played things over and over again in a maddening loop. What if she had gotten gas that day instead of pressing her luck to get to work because she was running behind? Adam would still be alive. But the hard truth was, there was no turning the clock back. It happened and no matter how she played it, the answer was the same: it was her fault.

      “I screwed up,” Cam said. “All the signs for the widow maker were there, and I didn’t see ‘em.” Cam looked away. “You know what’s really pathetic? I couldn’t even look his wife in the eye afterward. I had to have one of the other doctors tell her. Real nice, huh? She deserved better.”

      Cam pulled away as the condemning silence gathered around them. Finally, she said, “I’m sorry.”

      “For what?” Michelle said.

      “For ruining dinner tonight.”

      Michelle reached out and took Cam’s hand into hers. “Cam, don’t worry about it. Now what can I do for you?”

      Cam shook her head. “Thanks, but…”

      “But nothing. I’m gonna check out the fridge and throw something together for us to eat,” Michelle said. She stood and put her hand out to her best friend. “You go have a soak in the tub. I’ll scramble us up something.”

      “Okay, boss,” Cam said, grabbing her cellphone. She picked it up and handed it to Michelle. “Mind putting this on charge out in the kitchen?”

      “Of course. Now go on with you.”
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      Michelle turned off the burner and set the pan with their omelets off to the side as Cam shuffled into the kitchen with Merlin padding along ahead of her. “Feel a little better?” Michelle said, noting her friend was barefoot and wearing a T-shirt and a pair of tattered jeans.

      Cam ran her fingers through her damp hair that hung limp and straggling on her shoulders. “Some.”

      Michelle pulled a couple plates down and dished out their dinner as Cam stepped beside her.

      “Smells good,” Cam said. “That bacon I see?”

      “Yeah, and some red peppers and cheese and some seasonings. Go sit.”

      Cam looked her square in the eye. “You’re the best.”

      Michelle searched the gaze coming back. “And so are you.”

      Michelle grabbed their dinner off the counter. “You know, I don’t have to work tomorrow. Why don’t I stay the night?”

      “You sure you wanna be around me?” Cam said, taking a seat. “I’m not good company right now.”

      Michelle eyed her sidelong as she grabbed forks out of the drawer. “I’m your best friend, and that’s what best friends do, remember?”

      A tiny smile came to Cam’s face. “I guess I said something like that to you once, didn’t I?”

      “More than once,” Michelle said. “Tell you what, after dinner, why don’t I whip us up a couple of chocolate shakes and we can go in and watch the tellie just like old times?”

      Cam shrugged. “Is there even anything on Friday nights?”

      “Not sure. We’ll find something.”
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      Michelle looked down at her best friend who had laid her head near her lap and was facing the TV. From the soft drone of her breathing, Michelle knew she was close to falling asleep. She grabbed the remote beside her, and as she turned the television off, Merlin lifted his head from where he lay on the floor in front of them. For as long as she’d known Cam, she’d never seen her unglued like this. She pulled a lock of hair away from Cam’s face, and as she did, Cam snuggled in tight to her and mumbled.

      “Hey sleepyhead,” Michelle said, “Why don’t you head off to bed, and I’ll clean up out here?”

      “Mmm…what time is it?” Cam murmured.

      “It’s after nine.”

      Cam turned her head upward and blinked. “Nine?”

      “Uh-huh,” Michelle said and got up. She put her hand out to her best friend. “Up you go.”

      Cam sat up and rubbed her eyes. “I feel like crap.”

      “You’ll be okay,” Michelle said, wanting to believe it. “Go on in, get changed and go to bed. I’ll see you in the morning.”

      She watched Cam shuffle out of the room and down the hall with Merlin trailing behind, then scooped up their glasses and went to the kitchen. As she rinsed them out and set them in the sink, she heard Cam’s pager ping on the counter where she’d left it. Was Cam on call? She looked upward and sighed.

      Just great! That’s the last thing she needs right now.

      Wiping her hands with a dishtowel, she picked the pager up and looked at the number. It was the office’s answering service. Reluctantly she took it and the cellphone down the hall to Cam’s room.

      “Hey,” she said through the closed door. When Cam answered from inside, she pushed in. “You have a page.”

      Cam sat up in bed and put her hand out. “Thanks.”

      Michelle handed her the pager and watched Cam check the number. “I have to take this in private. Sorry,” she said.

      “I know. I’ll be down the hall if you need anything.” She gave Cam the cell phone and shut the door behind her, hoping whatever it was could be handled over the phone. If not, Cam would be out the door in minutes. She decided she should wait on the couch to see how things shook out before heading to bed and stole down to the living room. As she sat on the couch with her eyes closed, she thought about Adam, about all the things she and Cam had endured during that first year, trying to pull each other out of their mutual hell. She’d never had a true appreciation of how hard it must have been for Cam to stand by and watch her beat herself up when she was going through her own loss. How did Cam find the strength to keep them both going when all Michelle wanted to do was die?
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      Cam called off from work the following morning, and Michelle spirited her and Merlin off on a car ride along the St. Lawrence. As she drove with her best friend beside her, Michelle remembered the things Cam did for her after the accident. And what she’d discovered mattered most was just Cam being there. That was what had sustained her during those dark days. It was Cam who badgered her into seeing a therapist and it was Cam who got her out of the house, taking her to movies, plays, festivals and on long walks in the woods and along the seaway. Simple things. Quiet times, just being with her sister-in-law, her best friend.

      Cam had been her salvation. But what had she done for her? Cam had lost her big brother, her partner in crime, her protector, her big lug.

      She turned off Highway 2 and parked alongside the surging dark waters of the seaway, and there they sat under a brooding sky watching the tankers churn down the broad channel toward Lake Ontario.

      Finally, she said, “May I make a suggestion?”

      “What?”

      “Write her a letter, tell her how much you cared about her husband. Tell her things you talked and laughed about. Let her know you were as shocked as she was and that you’re having a hard time dealing with it, too. Let her know she’s not alone in her loss.”

      “I’m not very good at writing letters, ‘Chelle.”

      “Write it from the heart. The heart always knows what to say.” Michelle paused. “When are calling hours?”

      Cam turned to her. “Friday, I think.”

      Michelle reached out and took Cam’s hand. “Why don’t you go? You don’t have to go through the line. You can just leave the letter next to the guest book.”

      “I don’t know,” Cam muttered.

      “Well, it’s up to you,” Michelle said as the memory of Adam’s wake came tumbling back. She squeezed Cam’s hand, and when her friend looked back, she went on. “Remember when the driver of the truck who ran into Adam showed up at the funeral home?”

      “Yeah, I umm…wasn’t very forgiving, was I?”

      “It was a hard day for all of us. But you know something, when he put his arm around me, telling me how sorry he was, I believed him. He was just in the wrong place at the wrong time. And there’s something else I never told you, we still keep in contact. He writes me every once in a while, asking how I’m doing. Tells me he thinks about me every day.”

      Cam drew back, eyeing her intently. “Really?”

      Michelle nodded.

      Cam was quiet a minute. “You think I should go, don’t you?”

      “Doesn’t matter what I think, Cam. Matters what you think.”

      “I guess,” Cam replied, knitting her brow.

      Michelle let her sit with that a minute, then said, “You hungry?”

      “I could eat.”

      “Good, ‘cause I need breakfast,” Michelle said. She turned back to the dog sitting in the back seat. “You hungry, Merlin?” Merlin looked up, bright eyed with his tongue lolling out, and barked. “I guess that’s a yes!”
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