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			For Joe, Maeve and Claudia

		

	
		
			“To love or have loved, that is enough. Ask nothing further. There is no other pearl to be found in the dark folds of life.”

			―Victor Hugo, Les Misérables

			“But at times I wondered if I had not come a long way only to find that what I really sought was something I had left behind.”

			―Jon Krakauer, Into Thin Air

		

	
		
			PART ONE

		

	
		
			ONE

			I sit alone, snow swirling around me. And there is sound to that, a hush to the wind as it spins the snow sideways, wetting my face, my hair, spitting bits of ice against my chest, against the tender skin of exposed neck. A soft patter, a whisper. But it’s not innocent, this sound. If I stay here, in its lull and swoon, I will be dead in a matter of hours. Lost in Nepal, somewhere on the lower reaches of the Annapurna mountain range.

			Frozen.

			And yet, I’m already frozen. For the past twenty years, trying to forget, I have numbed myself in a sheath of ice, a welcome relief.

			But I remember.

		

	
		
			TWO

			There is a photograph. Edges curled. Gloss smudged by too many thumbs. We are a motley lot, the seven of us, in various poses of staged togetherness. Mo’s steady gaze at the camera, eyes unblinking. She glows, even in the faded Kodak color, fairy dust sparkling her skin. The sun shines from somewhere outside the four corners of the picture, igniting us, though Mo’s face alone is unshadowed. She was twenty-two.

			I used to look at it often. Several times a day in the beginning. And then, over time, less and less. Every week, maybe, a few times a month. Finally, after many years, I was able to put it away, tucked among old letters and dusty paper clips and hardened erasers in a box from post-college moves.

			Until the day the parcel arrived. I examined the return address, scrawled with such boldness in black Sharpie: West Sussex, UK. My initial burble of excitement in seeing a box contracted a little, confused, then seized in my throat, knowing.

			So they still lived there, in Bourne House, the very image of a British, ivy-clad home, though I never understood why a house had to have a name, like a child. Or a pet.

			For several moments—maybe more—I stood in the kitchen, pressing the soft pads of my fingers into the box’s sharp corners.

			My son came in. At nine, Paul was small for his age, with a taffy voice and a bomb of blond curls. “Hey, Mama.”

			I placed the parcel on the kitchen table and turned just in time to brush my lips against his damp hair. It smelled of lake: the green chill of decay, the fresh slap of muck.

			“Um, Mama?”

			“Yes?” I never liked the name Mom. My husband, Graham, had attempted the whole Mummy thing, being British, but since we lived in a very un-British town in upstate New York, I went for Mama instead.

			Graham had agreed. He had agreed to separate, too.

			“Dill asked me to go sailing later, after lunch. Can I?” Paul opened the refrigerator and reached inside.

			“Will his mom be there?”

			Paul stepped from the fridge holding bread and mayonnaise and lettuce and a package of sliced turkey. “Yeah. He said she could drive me home after.”

			“Need a hand?” I said, eyeing the lettuce that was balanced atop the mayonnaise jar.

			He plunked his load on the counter. “Nah, I got this.” Taking a knife from the drawer, he began spreading mayo on a slice of bread.

			“Hey.” I filled a glass with water from a jug in the fridge, took a sip, and placed it on the counter in front of him. “I’m going to help Sienna down at the shop this afternoon. Maybe we could sail tomorrow?”

			“Okay, yeah.” He rubbed his nose with his shoulder, holding the knife midair. A mayo glop trembled against the blade, held, then slid onto Paul’s knuckle. He licked it.

			“Actually,” I said, cursing myself, “Dad’s got you this weekend. So maybe Monday?”

			“Sure.” He cut his sandwich in half, his mouth a quiet line.

			I rose and put a chocolate cupcake on a plate from a covered platter near the sink. “Here, honey. For after.” It wasn’t a surprise; he’d made the cupcakes himself. But I wanted to do something for him, and this (sadly) was it.

			I thought of his third birthday, how together he and I had made his cake: carrot with cream cheese frosting. I’d swaddled him in one of my aprons and sat him on the counter. Wooden spoon clutched in his dimpled hand. How he stirred and stirred, so serious, those little lips plumped. His cheeks pink-flushed. How he held the mixer, his small arm vibrating with the motor, watching the powdered sugar fly and cling to the sides of the bowl as if by magic.

			And the magic stuck because this kid loved to bake. Shortbread (beloved by Graham) and chocolate-covered peanut butter bars (beloved by me) and apple crisp and peach pies, the thick sweet syrup bubbling from the top, and cupcakes, of all sorts (beloved by Paul), and oatmeal chocolate chip cookies and blondies with hazelnuts instead of walnuts (because I once said I preferred hazelnuts) and zucchini muffins in the summer and banana bread, anytime, and beloved by us all.

			Paul finished his sandwich and rose to pour himself a glass of milk. I sat at the table. The parcel glowered at me from its perch.

			“What’s that?” Paul picked up the cupcake, pointed at the box.

			“I don’t know.”

			He took a bite. “Who’s it from?” His mouth was full. He brushed a lock of hair from his cheek with the back of his hand. “Are you gonna open it?”

			“Eventually.”

			“As in, Eventually but not now? Or Eventually but not in front of you?”

			I laughed, and cupped his chin for a moment, gently. “Eventually as in don’t talk with your mouth full.”

			He wiped his mouth with that same back-of-the-hand swipe.

			“Ready to go?”

			I got him a dry towel and filled a water bottle and hustled his sun-goldened, unhurried body to the car. Ignoring the silent command of the parcel on the kitchen table, sitting there so confident, so cocky, waiting for eventually.

			 

			Eventually was that night after Paul was in his room, lights out, asleep. After my second glass of cabernet. I had been a chardonnay drinker, but Graham liked cabernet and my taste in wine was recalibrated, along with a few other tastes and quirky Briticisms that I adopted, probably annoying to others, like the word parcel, for instance, when we say package, and the use of a drying closet instead of a dryer for laundry, which really does save money, I might add, and brisk walks and tinned sardines (not canned) with toast for dinner. And tea. Lots of tea. I did not say Wellies for rain boots or mac for raincoat, or, thank God, use the term biscuit for cookie.

			I sat at the kitchen table, my empty wine glass next to me, red wine marks, I was sure, at the corners of my mouth. Graham used to motion to me at dinner parties—discreetly, though, just silent quick nips with a finger near his own mouth—for me to wipe mine.

			With the sharp edge of open scissors, I cut the parcel’s taped middle with a fine and steady motion and pulled out a small wooden box. Inside was a Ziploc. A heavy-duty one, but a Ziploc nonetheless. And inside that were chalky bits of grit-like pebbles (like bone, I thought) and though I didn’t open the bag I could feel its dense and lifeless weight. The fragments shifted in the bag, reminding me of the coarse, dry sand down at the lake, and the little piles I always found trailing from Paul’s flip-flops or in the pockets of his swim trunks.

			A note was in the box.

			Dear Olivia,

			It’s been a long while. I’ve meant to write you and Graham, but you know how that goes. Life has a way of muddying things up.

			Here is the news: Mum finally passed, last month. Her cancer. She was quite herself to the end, ordering the nurses about, making us all feel rather incompetent. So. Now I’m trying to put things to right. Hence Mo’s ashes. Mum refused to part with them while she was alive, but I’m selling the old place and can’t see Mo’s ashes boxed in storage somewhere. Plus, I always felt you should have them. You were her dearest friend. And you were there.

			I trust you’ll know what to do.

			Best regards,

			Hugh

			I stood. Found the bottle of wine—it was right there, I didn’t really have to go looking for it—and poured myself another glass. What did that mean, you’ll know what to do? I most certainly did not know. It had been twenty years! And now Mo’s brother, Hugh, who had kissed me once in some dark, crowded bar while on break from college, and who was not, I might add, a particularly good kisser, expected me to do the thing I supposedly knew. Plus, he trusted me.

			I swallowed a large mouthful of wine.

			The wooden box had glittery inlays of some kind. I looked at the bottom. Made in Nepal. Hah. Right. How perfect.

			I picked up the cardboard box from the kitchen table to break it down for recycling. Something inside slid. I reached in.

			Covered in brown paper, like that of a grocery bag, was Mo’s journal. Its corners were cottony. I remembered packing it up, along with her clothes and trekking paraphernalia—that old kerchief and those hiking boots with the red laces she loved—and sending it to her parents.

			And now Hugh had sent it to me.

			 

			For many hours that night I sat at the kitchen table, Mo’s journal on my lap, watching the purply red of the wine catch the light, capture it, making it dance and twirl. A tiny flame, a fire. It glowed in my hand.

			Mo had been that flame, except she wasn’t something you could hold onto. Maybe if I’d known that twenty years ago things would be different now. Maybe she’d be alive. Maybe my marriage wouldn’t be ruined, or Paul’s life, our family, wrecked.

			A cry caught in my throat and I gulped it back with the last swig of wine. Tossing the journal onto the table, I went into the hall and climbed the stairs to the attic. It wasn’t a real staircase, just the foldaway kind that disappeared into the ceiling, narrow and rickety. I was slightly off-kilter, having jumped several times to grasp the rope to pull the stairs down and missing (possibly due to my lack of athletic grace or more probably due to the bottle of wine I’d consumed), but I finally reached the landing above and hoisted myself up.

			It was hot and dry and smelled of dead mice.

			Breathing through my mouth to avoid the stench of bloat and rot, I crawled on my hands and knees, bits of grit digging into the flesh of my palms, the bone of my kneecap, searching for what I had hidden.

			Back in the kitchen, I sat at the table holding the photograph, debating whether to open a second bottle of wine. No. Tea. A proper cup of tea. Proper cup. Proper tea proper. Cup.

			I shivered, though the night was warm. And an image of Mo appeared, spring semester, senior year of college, wearing a slip of a dress, white and shimmery, to a formal at her boyfriend’s frat house. I hadn’t wanted to go, done with the whole frat-party thing, but go I did, and it was fun (sort of) in the disgusting, sticky way formals at frat houses can be. Girls vomiting in the bathroom. The smell of sweating bodies and sour beer.

			The party emptied outside into the cool night air, the stars bristling in the dark. Damp clothes chilled our skin. And Mo said, Let’s make a fire. A bonfire! She must have been freezing in that hankie of hers. So someone cleared a space on the ground, surrounding it with bricks and cement blocks found I’m not sure where, and the whole party, all of us, were collecting broken-down cardboard liquor boxes, chucking in term papers and handouts and other classroom crap, until there it was, gorgeous and alive, snapping and skipping and darting to the sky, a fire dazzling and deathly all at once.

			We cheered our success.

			And then the wind sprang up and the smoke rose above and we drew in, and together, quiet now, our faces warm in the orange glow. Tiny fires reflected in the blacks of our pupils. Mo and I were separated by several people, all huddled together, bodies tucked in for warmth. But she stood, somehow, alone. Her spine was straight and she held her hands clasped in front of her, arms covering her breasts, almost as if she were praying. Her hair looked even more golden in the firelight and it streamed behind her in the wind. Her cheeks were smooth, her forehead, but the skin on her shoulders and arms was goosebumped. She looked brave and calm and she glittered.

			Mo had always glittered. And she always knew just what to do.

			Now, I wondered: What had Hugh meant? What was I supposed to do?

			But even as I rose, unsteady, to fill the kettle with water, turn on the stove, to find a cup in the cupboard, cup in the cupboard, to sit once again, lift Mo’s Ziploc between thumb and forefinger, and then wait for the water to boil, I knew.

		

	
		
			THREE

			“Well, what do you think?” I asked Graham. It was the next morning and he stood in the kitchen, hips resting against the counter, watching me make tea. Arms crossed in front of his chest, one ankle resting atop the other. He wore a faded red T-shirt and jeans and looked more like a mellow, aging ski instructor than an anthropology professor up for tenure. I handed him a mug. “I’d rather these were gin and tonics at the moment, but since you’re driving, well.” I shrugged.

			“It’s nine in the morning, Liv.”

			“Another good reason.” But oh, how I wanted one. Hair of the dog. My head felt as if it were squeezed by a belt, bound too tight, compressed.

			“Hugh wouldn’t ask if it didn’t matter,” Graham said, accepting the tea with a nod. “Though it is quite an ask.”

			“Right. I mean, to go all the way back to Nepal?” I didn’t know why, but I’d made it sound as if Hugh had specifically mentioned Nepal. Maybe I wished he had. Maybe I wanted to go. But at the time, I didn’t see it that way.

			Graham sipped his tea. One of his best and most maddening qualities was his patience. Or was it a lack of curiosity? Sometimes I felt like one of his students, fumbling for an answer, unsure of what came out of my mouth but feeling the need to speak.

			I took my tea to the opposite side of the kitchen and leaned against the stone wall above the fireplace. It was cool against my back and smelled of earth and smoke. The fireplace was one of the reasons I loved our house, and we sometimes roasted hot dogs for dinner there, the three of us. At least we used to.

			“Want some eggs?” I asked, straightening again. “Or toast?” I started toward the fridge but Graham smiled, shook his head, looked down.

			“Right. Okay.” I stepped back awkwardly. And then, because Graham still wasn’t saying anything, “I guess going back makes sense. I mean, the base camp is where she died, but it’s also the place she loved most.”

			“Annapurna?”

			“That’s what she said. While we were there.” Lying, it seemed, came more easily than I cared to admit. “That it’s where she’d want her ashes scattered when she died.” I watched Graham looking at me, his kind face. I felt scratchy and uncomfortable.

			“So that sort of settles it,” he said.

			“No. Not really—”

			“You don’t want to go?”

			“I’m not sure it’s about want,” I said. “It’s about can. Can I afford it? Can I leave Paul for that long? Can I leave my job? Can I even physically get to the base camp and back?”

			“Leave me where?” Paul said as he bumped by with his backpack. And then, seeing his father, “Are we gonna sail today?”

			Graham’s face broke into a smile. “Sure, if you like.”

			“Can we fish too? And Dill? I kind of told him he could come.”

			“Of course, if there’s time. If not, we can all go tomorrow. We’ve got the whole weekend.”

			They could all go tomorrow. And they would. And it would be wonderful, I knew, Graham helping the boys hook the worms, helping them cast. Whistling, the way he did when he’d wash the dishes after I’d cook, scraping the pans of any stuck-on rice or sauce, his wrists soapy. So bright that sound, so buoyant. And I saw the lake, and the sunshine, felt the dry heated breeze, heard the clean pureness of his whistle, and it made me angry that I would miss it. Angry that it was my fault for missing it.

			Graham placed his hands on Paul’s shoulders, pulling him closer. “Have you emailed Hugh, then?”

			“I don’t know what to tell him.”

			“If it’s about the cost, Liv, we can figure it out—”

			“It just seems so impossible.”

			“Well, it’s up to you.” He seemed as if he was about to say something more but shook his head.

			“What?”

			“Nothing.”

			We looked at each other. His eyes were crinkled at the corners as if he was smiling but his irises were brown shattered glass.

			Oh, but to kiss him.

			“Right, well then, off with you two,” I said. Busying myself getting Paul breakfast, putting the tea things in the sink. I turned to see them at the door and, walking quickly, kissed Paul on the top of his head. And then Graham bent his head toward mine, and, surprised, I lifted my chin, unsure, but grateful, too, and as he kissed first one cheek and then the other—friends, after all—we bumped noses, my lips cold, and I jerked back, mumbling sorry, red-faced, I knew, and Graham saying nothing, stepping away, hand on Paul’s backpack, guiding him. My hand brushed against the soft cloth of Graham’s shirt as he moved past me.

			Fingertips tingling, I touched my cheek. And from the open door I watched them go.

			And I remembered that terrible night when Graham had left, when we’d decided to separate. Me reaching for him, wanting him, wanting to know that he still loved me, wanting things to be the way they used to. “I can’t stay here, Liv,” he’d said, mouth grim. “Not now. Not so we can fuck things up forever.” And I’d stood at the door then, too, watching. And I’d felt empty and relieved and filled with regret.

			And worried that I was making another horrible mistake.

		

	
		
			FOUR

			I was in bed that night reading when the phone rang. It was Graham.

			“Hey,” I said. I was on “my” side of the bed, Graham’s pillow smooth beside me, the top sheet folded over the duvet, undisturbed, yet disturbing. “You okay?”

			“Were you sleeping?” His voice was low, almost a whisper, as if he didn’t want to wake me.

			“Reading.” I plumped the pillows behind me. Trying not to remember how Graham used to come to bed after me, turning off the small reading lamp on my nightstand, taking the book gently from my hand and folding the corner of a page to save my place.

			“Sorry,” he said.

			“No worries.”

			The lamp cast a yellowy glow on the white duvet. The room was otherwise black; I waited.

			“There’s just something I’ve been wanting to talk about, that I need to tell you, that I’d planned on telling you, today in fact, but then with your news, and with Paul right there, well—”

			My heart thumped hard against the bone of my ribs. Had he found someone else? An image leapt in my head of Mo and Graham locked in an embrace—impossible (and ridiculous) now that she was dead—but real enough in the past.

			I flung the image aside. What, then? Or who?

			“I’ve had an offer. A tenured position. In Boulder.”

			And there it was. Not the worst thing he could have said, no, but not good either.

			“Wow!” I hoped I sounded enthusiastic. “Congratulations! Tenure. Wow,” I said again. “That’s huge!”

			“Thanks.”

			“But Boulder? I didn’t know you wanted to move.” And so far away.

			“I didn’t. It was a long shot. Thought I’d throw my hat in the ring and see what happened.”

			“But you were looking.”

			“I’m always looking. You know that. To your point, tenure is rather huge.”

			“Soooo—” How to ask? “Do you want it? I mean, are you going to take it?” I felt like I was whispering now, too, and I tried to make my voice sound competent and smooth.

			“I don’t know.” He paused. “I want tenure, of course. And the idea of Boulder—the hiking, the skiing—a new life. The idea—”

			And? What about as more than an idea? Something seemed to clutch at my throat. Because what if this separation—temporary, supposedly, a trial—was to become permanent? What if this pause in the movie of our marriage became the movie’s end?

			“When do you need to tell them?” I asked.

			“A few weeks. I said I needed to discuss it with you.”

			I nodded, though he couldn’t see me.

			“But the move wouldn’t be immediate,” Graham said. “A year from now. Next summer.”

			I didn’t know what to say. I kicked the duvet off and stood, feeling the rug’s soft scratch of wool under my bare feet.

			“I want you to come,” he said. “You and Paul. I want us to move to Boulder as a family.”

			I opened my mouth. How could I go? But what if I didn’t? What if we didn’t, Paul and I. What if.

			“It’s up to you,” he said. “You need to decide.”

			“Oh, Graham—”

			“I know,” he said. And again, softly, “I know.”

			What was it he knew? The only thing I knew was that I knew nothing. Nothing about whether we should go to Boulder, and nothing about this trip to Nepal, this whole wretched, horrible mess of Mo. 

			No. Don’t even go there.

		

	
		
			FIVE

			There are lots of ways you can swallow a mouthful of bad memories. Of grief. Of something more than grief. You can stuff your face, eat until your stomach aches more than your heart. You can drink or drug yourself dumb, so the ache is anesthetized, numbed like your gums from Novocain. Or you can pick at yourself, like a scab, or go to therapy so someone else can do it. You can bury it, like a body, shrouded and encased and enveloped by the earth. Hoping that somehow it will disintegrate, dissolve; disappear into the mire and muck that surrounds it.

			I guess I was in the last category, that of bury and hope. I thought of Mo only intermittently, sometimes never. Always with fondness, a patina of youthful amusement. Recently, however, and certainly after receiving the parcel, I had begun to squirm. Mo’s journal lay like a powerful magnet in the drawer of the little table next to my bed, at once pulling and repelling me. So far, I’d resisted.

			Now, as I sat at the computer after work the next day, searching my contacts for Hugh’s email address, feeling not so successful in my bury-and-hope methodology, I found myself looking for several different addresses instead.

			And thinking of Mo, dammit, of how it all began.

			As a college graduation gift, Mo’s grandmother had given her a trip. “My dear, dear Nana!” she’d sang, twirling around our dorm room, inches, it seemed, above the piles of clothes and boxes and half-packed suitcases that littered the floor, holding the letter, clutching it to her chest. “We can go trekking—to Nepal!”

			“Nepal?” I said. “We?”

			She stopped. Leaping onto my bed, where I sat watching her, half-amused, she reached for my hands, still holding the letter, pulling me toward her. “Yes! You must come! Nan says it’s a trip for two—see?” She dropped one of my hands to show me the letter. “You have to come, Livy, I need you, you must come, please.”

			“I’ve never trekked before in my life.” I waggled my foot, clad in white Tretorns. “Do these babies look like they can trek however many miles? How many miles is it?”

			“You’ll be brilliant!”

			I raised my eyebrows, smiling, skeptical. “Brilliant may be a strong word.”

			“Do come. Please, Livy. It’s an adventure of a lifetime! Really—when else will we have such a chance? How can you refuse?” Sparkles practically flew from her skin, the tips of her fingers, as she pressed her palms together as in prayer.

			Who was I to refuse?

			So that October, Mo and I joined a group trek to the base camp of Annapurna led by Nepalese guides. We met our fellow trekkers downstairs at the Yak and Yeti hotel in Kathmandu the evening we arrived. Trekkies, I had whispered to Mo, laughing. I was so frazzled from the flights I thought everything was funny. She, on the other hand, looked beatific. Calm. Her golden hair hung down her back in a thick braid and she wore a flowy, gauzy skirt that still looked perfect even after thirty-two hours of travel.

			My curly brown hair frizzed unevenly around my head, as it did whenever it was warm. Which surprised me. I’d thought it would be chilly.

			A tall, thin man wearing glasses held out his hand, introducing himself as Joshi. He was older, thirtyish, with a narrow face and narrow front teeth, a musical lilt to his voice. He told us he was from New Delhi, on his annual pilgrimage to the Himalayas. His hand was dry and smooth. Two other men stepped forward, both from Michigan, both younger-looking than Joshi but older than Mo and me. They knew each other from home, they explained, as members of the same hiking club. Ben was soft-spoken, well-muscled, rangy—the way I’d imagined a climber would look. Rick wore a bright orange T-shirt with Taco Bell stretched across his hefty chest.

			“Drinks anyone? Beer?” he boomed. His wide mouth opened and closed as if it were hinged, like a marionette. “Ladies?”

			Mo and I caught each other’s eyes. Ladies?

			Joshi politely declined; we politely accepted.

			“Ben?” Rick said. “I know you’re a Bud man.” And without waiting for an answer, Rick strode with purpose away from our little group, toward what I wasn’t sure. There wasn’t a bar in sight.

			Our lead guide appeared and introduced himself. Rishi spoke to us about our itinerary, what to include in the duffels to be carried by the porters, what we needed in our own packs, and what to leave behind. I shifted from one foot to the other, testing my otherwise minimally tested hiking boots. Was I prepared? Could I do this? Stop, I told myself. This is an adventure of a lifetime!

			After Rishi left, Rick returned, carrying four sweating cans of Star Beer in his beefy hands. “Guess there’s no bar here.” He was grinning. “Had to go down the street. But I wasn’t going to let the gals down! No one goes thirsty on my watch.” He distributed the beers, and we clinked cans, thanking him.

			I tried to catch Mo’s eyes again—this Rick was kind of a douche, even if he was being nice—but she was looking at Ben. Of course.

			The next morning the five of us plus our two guides posed for a picture at the start of the trail. The same picture Joshi sent me several weeks after I returned home from London and Mo’s memorial service. The picture that I’d hidden away, that over the years I’d allowed to gather dust, the one that I’d recently unearthed.

			 

			It was Joshi’s home address I found first. Ben and Rick I found on Facebook, where for almost an hour I was sucked into the virtual world of their lives: smiling faces and crimson sunsets and jagged mountain peaks and quippy comments regarding various posts. Rick, I noticed, posted almost daily; Ben, rarely.

			Surely it wouldn’t hurt to ask? To put it out there, test the water, whatever. Throw my hat in the ring, as Graham had said. They probably wouldn’t want to go anyway. Right? It was twenty years ago! And yes, of course, who could forget a girl’s sudden death on a trek. But remembering was one thing. Wanting to haul yourself back to where it happened? Forget it. And even if they did want to go (which they wouldn’t), I couldn’t even think about it right now, not with the question of Boulder looming in the background. Or foreground.

			Although the trek itself wouldn’t be too long. Two weeks at most.

			And, anyway, it might be fun to reconnect.

			So I wrote to them, explaining that Hugh wanted us to go, all of us (okay, not exactly true, but to be fair, he had left it up to me, kind of dumped it in my lap, and going back to Nepal would be hard enough without having to trek with strangers), acknowledging the ridiculous expense, the bad timing (it would have to be winter, by the time a trip could be organized, but that would keep the cost down, too) making it difficult for any of us to go, but it was Mo’s most cherished wish (this last I deleted, then added again at the last minute) and how could I say no? And no pressure, of course, which even I wondered if I meant, but if they could find a way to join me in this journey to honor Mo (yes too cheesy, but in the end, I kept it) Hugh would be forever grateful. And so would I. And though these were all things if not true were true-ish, and were so inconsequential, so tiny, who could blame me?

			I pictured Mo, the swirl of her skirt as she turned, as if in slow motion, a carnival of color. A flash of white, her teeth, as her lips parted in a smile.

		

	
		
			SIX

			It would be a lie to say that I mailed Joshi his letter, messaged Ben and Rick, and then wiped clean from my mind any thought of them or Mo or Nepal or Hugh, for that matter, whom I hadn’t actually emailed. A lie to say that I didn’t check the mailbox or Facebook with renewed and nervous interest, despite the many times I told myself that it didn’t matter what they said. Or if they replied.

			Even so, a week later I was shocked to receive an email, though I’d included my email address, from Joshi. He’d never forgotten Mo, he wrote, and I think often of the light that shone within her. I would be honored to accompany you on the journey to celebrate her spirit. He included Ben and Rick’s email addresses, with whom he occasionally corresponded.

			Oh God, I thought. What had I done? Graham and I hadn’t spoken again about Boulder. It was as if that conversation hadn’t even happened (sort of). And now I’d made everything more complicated.

			It was seven in the morning and I was still in bed, propped against pillows, staring at my laptop. I heard the creak of a floorboard, its sharp whine, and I looked up. Paul shuffled to the bed.

			“Come on,” I said, flipping back the poofy duvet so he could climb in.

			I closed the computer and pushed it aside. Sunshine blared from behind the curtains, making me slide down and burrow under the sheets next to Paul, who lay on his belly, breathing deeply. His stale, sleepy breath. And I thought: How could I leave? This boy, my life. Only for a couple of weeks, yes, but to what end? It was pointless. Useless. Chasing I wasn’t sure what (or running from something)—it didn’t matter. I couldn’t go. I wouldn’t.

			And I would think about Boulder. Later.

			I showered and dressed, toasted and buttered a corn muffin for Paul and then drove him to the lake for his sailing lesson on my way to the village. It occurred to me, as I was opening the shop, straightening the jars of strawberry preserves and apple cider vinegar and moving a display of silver jewelry made by a reclusive and somewhat famous artist who lived in a neighboring village, that maybe I was wrong. Maybe emptying a Ziploc of Mo’s ashes on Annapurna was not what Hugh had meant at all. Maybe, as usual, I was overthinking—or underthinking—or just missing the whole point.

			But then two women walked in, and I smiled, murmured a greeting, and went behind the register to the piles of paperwork that cluttered an old pine desk so they could shop without some “helpful” soul (me) hovering. As it neared lunchtime, other shoppers trickled in, tourists mostly, touching the mouth-blown glassware, thumbing the hand-knit sweaters. I busied myself behind the desk, ringing up small purchases as they were brought over. And then I saw a boy about Paul’s age with what appeared to be his older sister, both in flip-flops with sunburned noses and shoulders, waiting while their mother decided to buy some jam or olive oil. I watched, transfixed, as their father circled the boy and girl in his arms and moved them, as a unit, over to their mother, where they huddled around her, heads bent in, giggling and squirming and talking softly. Poking at each other. Laughing.

			That laughter was like a punch to my heart.

			We used to laugh like that, Graham and Paul and I. Laugh and laugh, until tears leaked from the corners of my eyes. I thought of the time we lay on our backs on the floor in front of the fire, my head resting on Graham’s belly, Paul’s on mine. And Paul said Ha and then I said Ha Ha and Graham Ha Ha Ha and so on and then suddenly our heads were bouncing against the other person’s belly and all that Ha-Ha-Ha–ing bubbled into hilarity, the kind that made you curl up and gasp and say stop, even though looking back you wished it never would.

			 

			After Paul was in bed that night, I called Graham.

			“You should go,” I said after he picked up. “To Boulder, I mean.” He was so good at that whole British, buttoned-up thing. But I knew my silence about his pending move was hurting him, and that was the last thing I wanted to do. I loved him still. “No matter what, we’ll make it work. For Paul. Long distance or not, it won’t matter.” I wanted to cry.

			“Or not?”

			“Or not what?”

			“Do you mean I’m to go on my own?”

			It was a simple question, and he asked plainly, quietly.

			“I just think this is too huge an opportunity to pass up. I mean, it’s everything you’ve worked for. And who knows when another tenured position might become available. And in such an incredible location. It’s not like it’s in the swamps of Florida or in North Dakota or wherever; it’s Colorado, and skiing, and all that fabulous hiking, and—”

			“Right.”

			“Right! It just makes sense—”

			“Is this what you want?” he asked. “Livy.” He said my name like a question. Not begging, there was no force behind it, though I felt its desperate tug. Inside my name were a thousand questions, and grief, and all he wanted was an answer.

			 

			At some point during the night, or early morning, as light bled into the blackness of the room, I had an answer, though not to the question Graham had asked. I would go to Nepal. I needed to get away from what wasn’t: away from Graham, who wasn’t really my husband, away from a life that wasn’t really ours. Away from Sienna and her strawberry preserves, her tall and slender presence, sleek-headed like a Doberman, saying coolly when I asked for time off, “The two weeks after Christmas are dead around here anyway. But your boys, what will they do?” I was about to say that Graham was hardly a boy, let alone mine, but she continued, “Of course they’ll be fine, you know how boys are—they’ll have fun—and you will too. New Year’s in Nepal!”

			Fun? No. I knew what lay ahead, though I hadn’t looked at Mo’s journal, could barely touch its cover. Inside would be her looping, lopey scrawl. We’d taken the same English classes in college, sharing notes and swapping books, her doodling all over The Things They Carried and The Virgin Suicides. No, I wouldn’t be reading her journal anytime soon. And no, it wouldn’t be fun.

			But Graham would be more than happy to take Paul. They would have fun. I was deeply grateful; and yet I also felt a yellow twang of misery, despite my awareness that this was all my doing. Graham wouldn’t be working over the college’s Christmas break—which made my leaving possible—and they would have lots of time together. Time that wouldn’t include me. And I knew I was petty and small, and I was ashamed.

			As it was, it would be our first Christmas as a separated couple, separated now in time and space and not just because we weren’t together. We couldn’t be together, because I would be thousands of miles away! I was like a runaway teenager, desperate to flee, my tongue too twisted around itself to speak, even as I saw us all unraveling. My marriage, my family, unraveling.

			Not that I would have said that; not in the softest of whispers, the tiniest of fonts.

			Because I wasn’t a teenager, obviously, and I wasn’t running away. This was for Mo. And it would be an adventure! Yes, I was older; less nimble, less fit, perhaps, and with a greater sense of life’s unexpected dangers. Not that a trek to the Annapurna Base Camp was dangerous, but I had a son now and I knew the risks of peanuts and fishhooks and biking on gravel. Paul still had a pinkish V-shaped scar on his chin from last summer. I remembered how the skin had flapped open when the PA at urgent care had cleaned it. I remembered how he’d cried.

		

	
		
			SEVEN

			On the plane from Delhi to Kathmandu, the last of three flights. We lifted off, in the air, weightless, this two-hundred-ton machine. And such is the beauty of travel: the possibility to deny what you know to be true. To believe in the impossible. That it is possible to leave reality behind, at home, tucked away; that it won’t follow, attached to your heels by some invisible thread. Peter Pan and his shadow. I wanted to believe. I wanted to fly.

			The plane roared through the sky.

			In Kathmandu it was night and we descended in darkness prickled by thousands of airport lights and the city beyond. Beyond that were the Himalayan Mountains. Unseen, they were no less present. No less alive.

			We waited to disembark and to pass through customs and to collect our luggage. On the first trek, packing was more like an amassing of repurposed clothes and borrowed gear. We had a list of what to bring, but the only new thing I could afford was a pair of hiking boots. My school backpack, a sleeping bag from camp, and an extra headlamp from Mo plus a couple bottles of Evian water, to be refilled as necessary. I didn’t even think about whether it was safe to drink the water.

			This time, it took two months to pack. On the floor of my bedroom went fresh batteries, a headlamp, trekking poles, a first aid kit, and, yes, water purification tablets. Long underwear and wool socks and fleece sweaters and puffy jackets and a GORE-TEX raincoat and rain pants I’d found on sale. Plus, a CamelBak for water. Plus, toiletries. Plus, tampons. Mo and I had been lucky the first time around and didn’t have to deal with the absurdity of changing tampons on the fly in the mountains. Not that we’d been prepared. But now I was stocked. Just in case. As I packed, I threw in a stack of sanitary pads and an abbreviated roll of duct tape. Just Because.

			This time, I was ready. And all thanks to Graham, who’d offered our vacation savings to help pay for the trip. “You’d do the same for me,” he’d said. And though I was unsure about many things I’d said or done—or was going to do—that much was true.

			Now, one lone suitcase, red plastic with peeling stickers on its sides, circled round and round the luggage carousel. It tottered as the conveyor belt moved jerkily. But it stayed upright; it held on.

		

	
		
			EIGHT

			I lugged my bags outside the airport and found, with some difficulty, the driver sent by the hotel. In the car, the air was stale and reeked of artificial lemon. But I was here; I had made it. We juddered along roads pocked with holes, clogged with traffic. I rolled down the window and felt the cool breeze lift the curls from my forehead. Oh, but the dust! I had forgotten. Dust everywhere. Kicked up from the legions of motorbikes that harummed past, the vans crammed with bodies, the streets layered with dirt that couldn’t absorb the rains when they came. Most people I saw walking and on motorbikes wore masks of some kind, surgical masks or scarves wrapped around the lower half of their faces or ones that looked like they were made of a thick, stretchy fabric. I didn’t remember masks.

			But I remembered Rick’s face when I saw it, his hinged mouth, and I knew instantly I had made a mistake.

			After I had written Hugh, finally, thanking him for the opportunity for closure, I emailed the others, glad Joshi would join me but wanting Ben and Rick too, clinging without reason to the idea of this group, this trip, that would somehow save me.

			And closure? Really? What was happening to me? I hated that word.

			Ben replied within the hour, apparently unaware that I had messaged him earlier on Facebook. I felt a wash of relief as I read his email, telling me he was glad I’d asked, that he was flattered, that he would be there to support me in any way he could. Rick’s response, annoyingly, didn’t come until almost three weeks later, as if to say, see how busy and full my life is that I can’t respond, his many Facebook posts popping up on my newsfeed to prove it. Even then, he wouldn’t commit. But I emailed him back, within seconds of reading his, my fingers typing away in oblivion: She would have wanted us to be together. She loved you guys, she loved our group. Which was laughable, really, and sounded too wrong, too ridiculous, even to me. Please, I said, just think about it.

			And when he finally agreed, I was satisfied. I was pleased, in a grim sort of way.

			“Liv,” Rick said now, in that low but insistent way he had. He laughed (more like a bark) as if to punctuate my name, and his face was redder and larger but otherwise unchanged. He looked, wearing sneakers and polyester pants and a Just Do It Nike shirt, like the salesman he was. A salesman with a belly.
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