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Chapter 1-Kathmandu

A hastily scrawled note in my key-box at the Kathmandu Guest House:

We’re in the New Orleans Café. Come meet us. Jamie.

Jamie?

It’s almost ten at night. Despite the curfew, I leave the Kathmandu Guest House, walk twenty metres and turn down a dark alleyway to the New Orleans Café. Several stray dogs lie curled together for warmth between heaps of rubbish. At 1,600 metres, the air is damp and biting cold.

Incense wafts on the air, blocking out the rancid smells from the street. The place is quieter than usual. Locals, from among the Nepalese elite who can afford to while away their hours in cafes like this, mingle with Western climbers and trekkers. I recognize Jamie McGuinness sitting with his girlfriend Suzanne at a table beside a flaming brazier. I last saw them two years ago, in the village of Tal, on the Annapurna Circuit; Jamie was returning with a group of friends from one of the trekking peaks. The writer of a guidebook on the Everest region, Jamie is a well-known figure in climbing circles.

“How’d you know I was here?” I drag a chair over to join them.

“Saw the posters advertising your Annapurna slide shows.” Although a Kiwi, Jamie’s accent is as indefinable as mine. We are probably equally rootless, although I call Bermuda home now. “What are you doing?” he asks.

“The Annapurna Circuit,” I reply, sitting down slowly.

“Again?”

I nod.

Having written the Trailblazer guidebook on trekking in the Everest region, Jamie is probably as favourably biased on the Solo Khumbu, as I am on the Annapurnas. While I haven’t written a guidebook on the Annapurnas, my Annapurna narrative and photographic book are still in print. “Ever been to Everest?” he asks.

I shake my head.

“Try it, instead of doing the same treks all the time,” he says, signalling a waiter and then pulling out a pen and a sheet of paper. The waiter takes my order of a beer. “How many days have you got?”

“Twenty days trekking, leaving enough time in Kathmandu to make sure I get my flight out.”

“OK. Start at Jiri.” Jamie automatically slips into his role of guide as he lists the villages I should stay at. “Jiri. Deorali. Sete. Junbesi. That’s a really beautiful village. Nuntala/Manidingma. Bubsa. Chaplung or Phakding and up to Namche Bazaar, by-passing Lukla. Then Khunde, Tengboche, Pangboche, Dingboche, Duglha, Lobuche, Gorak Shep and Kala Pattar, the hill overlooking Everest Base Camp. Then cross over the Cho La pass to Tragnag and then Gokyo. After climbing Gokyo Ri, down to Dole, Namche Bazaar and then Lukla.” He adds the total number of days. “Twenty days. You can do it.”

I haven’t even the vaguest idea of the route, the places, what I might see. For someone who has travelled over most of Nepal, I’m remarkably ignorant about Everest and the Solo Khumbu; all I know is gleaned from reading about climbing expeditions to the summit of the tallest mountain in the world. Jamie’s detailed itinerary isn’t enough to persuade me.

“I was going to leave tomorrow for the Annapurnas,” I tell him.

“The Maoists are calling a bus strike tomorrow,” Jamie reminds me, shaking his head. “You’ll never get to the trailhead unless you walk all the way from Kathmandu. But if the bus drivers are still striking, you could fly to Lukla and walk up to Everest instead. The pilots aren’t on strike.”

A Maoist general strike preventing me from leaving as planned for the Annapurnas and the chance meeting with Jamie tonight is like preordained fate. I believe in these things, the twists and turns of circumstance that shape one’s life. Tired, still a little jet lagged, and pooped after giving the slide show and answering questions, I am not in the most enterprising of moods.

“What are you doing in the morning?” Jamie asks, sensing my frame of mind.

“Nothing. Not if there’s a strike.”

“I’ve a breakfast meeting here. We can go over this again after my meeting. I’ll show you some wild passes to cross and cool alternative routes.” He studies me intently, emphasizing the point. I notice the pupil of his left eye is enlarged and mention this to him. He looks to Suzanne for sympathy. “Must be damage to the retina after climbing Cho Oyu earlier this year,” he tells us.

“What’s Cho Oyu?” I ask.

“Eight thousand two hundred metre mountain, the sixth highest in the world,” Jamie tells me as a preamble to describing the climb. My eyes glaze over with fatigue. It’s hard to identify with his enthusiasm; I can’t imagine climbing a mountain so high.

“You going to be here too?” I ask Suzanne. She was a Peace Corps volunteer in the Khumbu area for a couple of years and has just come back to Kathmandu after trekking there for the last couple of weeks. I’d like her opinion.

“I’ll be here, writing,” she replies.

“Writing what?”

“Master’s thesis on the ecological effects of tourism on the Khumbu and the Sherpa people.”

“Maybe while we’re waiting for Jamie to finish his meeting you can tell me what you think.” I trust her objectivity and her viewpoint more than Jamie’s esoteric climber’s enthusiasm. Suzanne’s spent time staying with the local people, following the common hiking trails used by more plebeian trekkers like me, not bagging summits or crossing wild passes.

I look at my watch. I can barely keep my eyes open. Stiff from sitting down for an hour, I get up from the table. I feel like a ninety-year old man.

Suzanne asks, “What’s wrong?”

“My back.” I lean on the chair for support, hoping to relieve the pain. “I had an accident five months ago.”

“Can you handle trekking?” she asks, as I try to stand upright.

“Sure.”

I’m not sure at all but I’m not admitting that now. The last time I saw Jamie and Suzanne, I was using my old one hundred-litre pack, and carrying thirty kilos.

“You can’t carry your own pack,” Suzanne insists.

“I’ll take a porter.”

We say goodnight and they head off to Jamie’s apartment. I return to my room at the iconic Kathmandu Guest House, a converted old Rana palace and the epicentre of tourism development in Thamel. I slip under the covers and turn off the light and then toss and turn on the bed. The floor of the Guest House cinema above my room thumps with a pirated DVD copy of The English Patient.

I’ve had my mind set on doing the Annapurna Circuit again, for how long? I calculate the time: exactly five months and fifteen days. But no one knows the reason why I am here. In the darkness of the hotel room, I fumble for the sealed envelope lying on the bedside table.

***

Bleary-eyed and still jet-lagged, I meet Suzanne at the New Orleans Café. She is having breakfast. Jamie is deep in discussion a couple of tables away. Suzanne wears a tightly fitting blouse over her square shoulders and a cloth skirt wrapped around her flat stomach, which discretely envelops her long legs. With her flowing blonde hair, blue eyes and angular but soft facial features, she’s the male mountaineer’s fantasy of a girlfriend. Strong enough to carry a heavy pack and be a valuable member of a climbing team she’s also exquisitely feminine. It’s her eyes that are the most alluring, but there’s a hint of sadness to them too.

“I just remembered,” Suzanne says, as I order a small pot of milk coffee and an omelette. “You have trouble with altitude don’t you?”

“At around two thousand eight hundred metres, I start getting an altitude headache,” I tell her, surprised that she can remember my propensity for altitude sickness. “Why?”

“Maybe you should try to spend more time at the higher elevations to acclimatize better for Everest Base Camp and Gokyo.”

“Meaning?” I ask.

“Even if there is no bus strike, don’t walk from Jiri, fly in to Lukla. If you walk from Jiri, you cross the grain of mountain ranges,” Suzanne says, “so it’s a lot of ups and downs over the foothills with some passes perhaps as high as Lukla. Great for getting into shape, but you’re fit already and you’ve experienced the Nepalese foothills, so your time might be better spent getting into the higher elevations of the Khumbu straight away, acclimatizing to higher altitudes where you know you have problems. Be a shame though to cut out the stretch from Jiri to Phakding because it is the most unspoiled part of the Everest trek. Seems everyone flies in to Lukla now and just walks up from there.”

As she talks, I try and imagine the places she describes, the foothills and ranges, the Sherpa villages.

“I know the Khumbu’s got great views and everything,” I say, “but is it a nice area to trek in? The spiritual aspects, I mean.” For me, it’s not just a question of conquering high altitude passes and mountains. But I don’t explain to Suzanne my real motive in asking these more metaphorical questions. And she doesn’t ask.

“It’s beautiful in a desolate way, and stark, but the Sherpa people make up for that.” She sees my hesitation. “It’s different from the Annapurnas,” she says. “Like comparing apples with oranges.”

Jamie suddenly appears with a friend of his, another lean, craggy-faced climber.

“We’re going over to Pilgrims Bookstore to look at some maps,” he tells Suzanne. “I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

They leave. Suzanne raises her cup of tea to her mouth with both hands. I remember those capable hands from our first encounter on the Annapurna Circuit; masculine in size and strength, there is nevertheless a feminine elegance about them too.

I order another pot of coffee.

“You’re having real troubles making up your mind about this aren’t you?” Her voice is low now, and private. She understands, or suspects, more than I realize. I nod. I haven’t told her everything. In fact, I have not told her anything. She watches me closely.

“At your slide shows about the Annapurnas you push people to do what they think they can’t do,” she says. “You get others to do the twenty-one day circuit of the Annapurnas but now you’re not stretching yourself to head up to Everest. Why’s it such a big decision?”

I like Suzanne. I liked her when I met her two years ago. She’s quiet, but honest and straightforward. And she exudes an inner quality that makes me inclined to trust and confide in her.

“There’s a favourite spot of mine in the Annapurnas,” I tell her, “on the high route between Upper Pisang and Braga. It’s an ethereal, spiritual place.” She smiles and listens. I don’t have to spell out to her where this marvellous stretch is on the north side of the Himalayas, she’s been there. She knows you can see up and down the valley, from Tilicho Lake all the way down to Paungda Danda. I’ve spent hours sitting there watching the alpine choughs playing in the wind. On the opposite side of the valley are the Annapurnas. Everywhere there are mani walls, prayer flags, kanis, prayer stones, chortens, and gompas. “I always thought that when I die I’d like my ashes to be thrown out to the winds up there.” Unexpectedly, I feel a surge of emotions surging within me. I can no longer finish the words I wanted to say.

She waits.

There is a long silence before I explain, “My brother died seven months ago.” I mumble, my voice small, the words barely audible. I’ve never had to explain his death to anyone. Everyone back home in Bermuda, where most of my family finally settled, knew my brother. I wipe tears away with the back of my hand. “At the funeral home, he was lying in an open casket. I cut some of his hair. I have it here, in an envelope.” I touch my shirt pocket. “I want to burn the envelope, where I imagined my own ashes being thrown to the winds one day.”

I can’t think about Kevin’s death, let alone talk about it, without my feelings surfacing raw and tender. I look up to see Suzanne’s eyes are also brimming with tears.

“Six weeks after my brother died in April, I had an accident on my motorbike.”

“Oh God. How bad?”

“It was very bad. I shattered a vertebra into fragments,” I answer. I have only told a couple of people what I’m about to tell Suzanne. “I lost consciousness. When I came to, in the middle of the road, I couldn’t move my legs. I was scared I’d be paralysed.” I feel a shiver down my back. It is almost December and even in Kathmandu it is already cold and damp. In the centre of the restaurant, glowing logs burn in an open steel barrel. “Lying there in intense pain, I had this intense feeling that my brother was near. He wasn't in this world any more, but he wasn't entirely gone either. He was like, in between, floating, looking down at me. The expression on his face told me that this shouldn’t happen, that our family had had to endure enough with his death.” I press a forefinger and thumb against my eyelids to squeeze out the tears. “Fire trucks came, and then the ambulance. They straightened my legs to strap me onto a board to immobilise my spine. I’ve never felt pain like that before.” I stop. It’s impossible to explain to anyone how intense the fear is when you think you may never walk again.

“Everything is okay now?” Suzanne asks, quietly.

I nod. But it didn’t look good back then. X-rays and then a CAT-Scan revealed the extent of the damage. Annabel, my girlfriend, an orthopaedic specialist, arrived at the hospital and told me the truth: it was worse than the doctors had originally thought. The vertebra had burst into fragments, crushed by the impact into a score of small pieces. A surgeon was called in but he was reluctant to operate because the vertebra was too unstable. A chunk had slipped into my spinal column. They immobilized me in two back braces. I was on morphine, a catheter, and a drip for the first five days. After running a marathon race the day before the accident, I spent two and a half months encased in two back braces, the first six weeks mostly on my back in bed, waiting for the damaged vertebra to fuse together. They let me out of hospital on condition that Annabel took responsibility for me. From grieving for my brother, I focussed on healing my body. Those first weeks out of the hospital were the most intense days of my life.

Barely five months later, I’m in Nepal, in a tiny restaurant, sitting across the table from Suzanne.

“I’m okay now,” I assert, wiping away the wetness on my cheeks with the ball of my thumbs. “I made up my mind that I’d be healed enough to do this trip before the end of the trekking season.”

This is what saved me. The dream of walking in the Himalayas again was my psychological lifeline. I visualized going back to that spot on the high route north of the Annapurnas, to burn the envelope with Kevin’s hair. It would be my own symbolic way of coming to terms with his death. But it would also be a way of thanking him, not just for being my brother, but for somehow intervening that day of my accident. I can’t explain it, but I believe Kevin was there, to lend a hand with my own fate.

Suzanne is quiet for some time.

“You’re sure you’ll manage the trip?” she asks.

“Yes.”

In truth, Annabel wasn’t even sure I’d be able to handle sitting almost upright during the long flight from Bermuda to London, then on to Kathmandu. It’s been only two months since I was encased in back-braces and I am still incredibly stiff and sore. I’d only just started to drive my car.

Suzanne removes the cups and pots from the table. She takes the best map of the Khumbu Himal, one of the detailed topographical maps published in Germany, and spreads it out before us.

“There’s a beautiful spot here, above the village of Khumjung, above the village gompa,” she says, and marks it X. “It’s very peaceful. I saw a sky burial there on my last trip.”

I study the map and then look at her. My emotions are too raw and I want to change the subject.

“What about you? What are you doing now?” I ask, diverting from the sorrow that still afflicts me at a second’s notice.

“Leaving in a couple of days for the States.”

“Must be hard for you and Jamie to be so far away from each other.”

“We’re not going out together any more,” she says, explaining the sadness I had seen in her eyes.

“I’m sorry.” It’s all I can think of saying.

“After years of going out with mountaineers, I’ve decided I’m going to climb mountains for my own sake,” Suzanne says with quiet defiance. “I have three wonderful loving, big-hearted brothers and when I think about it, I don’t know many big-hearted climbers. They are all so egocentric.”

As if on cue, Jamie returns and sits at the table with us.

“How was the meeting?” Suzanne asks.

“Ah, I dunno,” Jamie says. He seems dejected. “If he’d really wanted me to join his team I would have, but it was more like, well, if I really want to join him, I can.” He sees the Khumbu map and brightens as he tells me, “You could do some really wild routes around the Everest area.” He passes his hands over the map, trying to persuade me to do things I know I’m not capable of. “Distances aren’t that great. You could walk up this valley and cross over the pass. There are some staggering views.”

He begins to name the spectacular views from the peaks of mountains, speaking with familiarity, as if they were street names in his local neighbourhood. The passes are all about six and a half thousand metres, higher than Mt. McKinley, the highest mountain in North America. They are a couple of thousand metres higher than Mt. Blanc, the highest mountain in Europe. Twice as high as Mt. Cook in New Zealand. And he’s just talking about the passes, the low points between the mountain peaks.

Even if I hadn’t broken my back, even if I could do these wild routes, I have not come here for the views. I find myself fumbling at my shirt pocket again, and quickly pull my hand away.

Meanwhile Jamie’s hands sweep over the flattened map.

“You wouldn’t have any problem doing this in a day,” he says, as if my little feet could get me across the depicted mountains as easily. It’s a relief when he pontificates on his own future climbing plans, which are not quite as modest or metaphysical as my own. He is organising a trans-Himalayan walk but must find a film crew first. His plans described, there is an awkward silence. Jamie looks at his watch. “Gotta go.”

Suzanne and I get up as well.

“Have you decided what you’re going to do?” she asks me.

I think for a second before I reply. The chance meeting with Jamie and Suzanne, the continuing bus strike delaying my start on the Annapurnas, it’s as if it was meant to be.

“I’ll fly to the Everest region,” I say, giving up on the plans concocted while lying immobile on my back, and accepting the challenge of trekking in a new area. I’ve always been good at dropping imperatives, making last minute decisions, and redefining goals. Who knows, Everest may be more spiritually meaningful to me than the Annapurnas, but there’s only one way to find out.

***
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