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​Part One: The Avalanche
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​Chapter 1: Before
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The thing about mountains is they don't actually move. That's what makes them mountains. Sarah Chen had told her daughter this approximately seven hundred times during their camping trips to the Cascades, usually while Maya complained about having to hike another mile with a backpack that seemed designed to crush the spirits of eleven-year-olds everywhere.

"Mountains don't move, sweetheart. That's why they're a good metaphor for impossible things."

"Then why do people say 'I'll move mountains for you'?" Maya had asked, age eight, already lawyering her way through conversations.

"Because sometimes impossible things happen anyway."

Sarah remembered that conversation now, sitting in Dr. Kapoor's office with its aggressively cheerful landscape paintings and the potted plant that was definitely fake. The doctor's mouth was moving, making sounds that Sarah's brain recognized as English but couldn't quite assemble into meaning.

Stage four. Pancreatic. Six months, maybe nine with treatment. Experimental trial. Clinical options. Palliative care.

Mountains don't move.

Beside her, her husband James squeezed her hand so hard she thought her bones might fuse together. Good. She wanted to feel something besides the curious floating sensation that had taken over her body, like she was watching this happen to someone else. Someone who looked like her but was much braver.

"How do we tell Maya?" James asked. His voice sounded strange, like he was speaking from the bottom of a well.

Dr. Kapoor folded his hands on his desk. He had kind eyes, which Sarah suddenly resented. She didn't want kindness. She wanted him to say "Just kidding!" and pull out a certificate for World's Best Prank.

"Honestly," he said. "Children are remarkably resilient when we give them the truth."

Sarah almost laughed. Resilient. That's what people said when they meant "will be traumatized but probably won't require lifelong institutionalization."
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​Chapter 2: After
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Maya Chen was not resilient. She was eleven years old and she had just learned that the English language contained combinations of words that could detonate your entire life.

Terminal. Malignant. Metastasized.

Words that sounded like science fiction but meant her mom might not see her twelfth birthday. Might not see her graduate middle school. Might not see her do anything that happened after approximately six to nine months from now, depending on how well she responded to treatments that made you so sick you wished you were dead anyway.

Maya had not said any of this out loud. She had nodded in all the right places during The Talk, which her parents had delivered in the living room with the careful staging of a school play. Dad sat close to Mom, holding her hand. Mom tried to smile and cry at the same time, achieving a facial expression Maya would see in her nightmares. They used phrases like "very sick" and "fighting hard" and "all together as a family."

What they meant was: Your mom is dying and we're all going to pretend there's hope because the alternative is too terrible to speak out loud.

"Any questions, honey?" her mom had asked.

Maya had about four thousand questions. Instead, she said, "No," and went to her room and threw up in her trash can for twenty minutes.

That was four days ago.

Now it was Monday, which meant school, which meant pretending to care about pre-algebra while your entire world was ending. Maya had always been good at school, the kind of kid who got straight A's without visible effort, which made her deeply unpopular with both the kids who tried hard and the kids who didn't try at all. She existed in the social middle space of mild invisibility, had two friends who were equally invisible, and generally preferred books to people.

Today, she couldn't remember a single mathematical concept she'd ever learned.

"Maya? You with us?"

Mr. Brennan was looking at her expectantly. The problem on the board might as well have been ancient Sumerian.

"Can I go to the nurse?"

His expression shifted from mildly annoyed to concerned so fast it gave Maya emotional whiplash. Of course. Her parents had told the school. Her teachers all knew. They probably had a whole special meeting about it, sitting in a circle, discussing how to handle the girl whose mother was dying.

"Of course. Take your things."

Maya grabbed her backpack and fled.
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​Chapter 3: James


[image: ]


James Chen was forty-three years old and he was not handling this well.

He knew he wasn't handling it well because his sister Linda had told him so, in the parking lot of the hospital after Sarah's second round of chemotherapy. Linda had driven three hours from Portland to help, which made James both grateful and resentful in the way only siblings can manage.

"You look like hell," Linda said, which was her version of "I love you and I'm worried."

"Sarah's the one with cancer."

"And you're the one carrying everything else. How much sleep are you getting?"

James wanted to laugh. Sleep. That quaint concept from the before times, when his biggest worry was whether they could afford to replace the roof this year or if it could wait until next spring.

"Enough," he lied.

The truth was he slept in ninety-minute increments, waking up to check that Sarah was still breathing. He had become an expert in the sounds of her breathing the normal rhythm, the slightly labored inhale that meant pain, the sharp gasp that meant he should already be getting her medication.

He had also become an expert in insurance claims, medical billing codes, FMLA paperwork, and the specific kind of terror that comes from reading statistics about five-year survival rates at three in the morning.

"You need to talk to someone," Linda said. "A therapist. A support group. Hell, a bartender. Anyone."

"I talk to Sarah."

"James." Linda's voice went soft, which was worse than when she was being bossy. "Sarah needs you to be strong for her. You need someone you can be weak with."

He had thought about it. There was a caregiver support group that met Thursday evenings at the community center, advertised on a flyer he'd taken from the hospital bulletin board and then shoved in the glove compartment. Every Thursday he thought about going. Every Thursday he went home instead, because those two hours were when Sarah usually felt well enough to sit up and they could watch Jeopardy together and pretend things were normal.

"I'm fine," James said.

Linda looked at him with an expression that clearly said "you are the opposite of fine" but had the grace not to argue.

Inside the treatment center, Sarah was finishing up. James had stayed for the first few sessions, but Sarah insisted he didn't need to sit there for four hours watching poison drip into her veins. So he sat in the parking lot instead, accomplishing nothing but successfully not being alone in their house.

His phone buzzed. The school. His stomach dropped three floors.

"Mr. Chen? This is Principal Morrison. Maya's fine, but she's in my office. There was an incident."
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​Chapter 4: Maya (Two Hours Earlier)
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The thing about being invisible is that it works right up until it doesn't.

Maya had made it to the library, her refuge, the place where the librarian Mrs. Patterson let you sit in the beanbag chairs and read without asking intrusive questions about your feelings. She'd been there for maybe twenty minutes, staring at the same page of “The Hobbit” without reading a single word, when Tiffany Marsh materialized.

Tiffany Marsh was everything Maya was not: popular, pretty, and possessed of the kind of easy confidence that came from never having experienced genuine hardship. She traveled with an entourage of similarly blessed girls, all of whom seemed to have attended the same seminar on how to destroy someone with a smile.

"Oh my god, Maya, I heard about your mom. That's so sad."

The words were technically sympathetic. The tone was cotton candy wrapped around a knife.

Maya said nothing. This was the correct strategy. Tiffany fed on reactions.

"My mom says your mom has like, cancer cancer. The bad kind. That's so scary."

"Please go away," Maya said quietly.

"I'm just trying to be nice! We should all be nice to you now, right? Since your mom's dying."

Something in Maya's chest caught fire.

She stood up. Tiffany was taller, but Maya had recently discovered rage made you grow.

"My mom is not dying. She's sick. That's different."

"My mom said"

"I don't care what your mom said. Your mom is a gossip who volunteers at church to
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