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To all members of Mountain Maniacs’ fall 2006 expedition, but especially to my fellow thespians. I hope I got all the facts right. It would’ve been a lot easier if someone had returned my calls.




INTRODUCTION


Ever since Jon Krakauer made it sound so appealing in his 1997 best seller Into Thin Air, thrill seekers, novice climbers, and disabled people with something to prove have all flocked to the Himalayas with one shared ambition: to stand atop the apex of the planet, look out at the spectacular view, and ... snap a couple of snapshots ... I guess.


But why would I, a relatively sane guy with a perfectly fine, authentic-looking G.E.D., make the dreadful decision to climb that dumb-ass slag heap of a mountain? Well, it all began with my great-uncle Percy.


In 1924, when asked why he wanted to climb Mount Everest, George Leigh Mallory coined the celebrated phrase “Because it’s there.” But earlier in the year, when faced with the same question from a group of distinguished adventurers at New York City’s famed Explorers Club, Percy Brackett Elliott coined the not-so-celebrated phrase, “Because horsey horsey, he don’t stop/ He done let his feet go clipetty-clop.” He then he broke into an ambitious gallop, tripped, banged his head on the podium, and fell into a coma. His Everest attempt would be delayed a full year, until surgeons could devise a way to plug the gaping hole in his noggin, eventually sealing it with a handful of abandoned athletic socks and a quart of latex primer (linen white). It was never quite clear whether or not he was completely out of his coma before he made his attempted climb.


In those days the borders were closed, and unless you had the patience to file the proper paperwork, you were denied access to the mountain. Uncle Percy had no such patience. Instead, he resolved to fly to Everest and climb up from wherever he crash-landed. He built himself a plane based on instructions from a toy model (actually of a boat) and christened her Ever Rest. The aircraft was the first of its kind ever to be constructed entirely out of yeast paste and horsehair—the only building materials available at the time, due to the silica famine of 1923 (so no fiberglass). But, oh, was she a sight to behold! On December 1, 1924, he pushed the single-engine biplane out on to the muddy runway behind the Elliott barn in Brooklyn Heights, waved good-bye to the curious onlookers, and then went back inside. Apparently he had lost interest in the whole adventure, and it would take another week before the idea appealed to him again.


And so, on December 8, 1924, armed with only a fingernail clipper, some meat lozenges, and a jar of petroleum jelly, Percy Brackett Elliott took off from Love Field in Brooklyn Heights and headed east toward the Himalayas. And then on December 7, 1941, the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor. (That has nothing to do with this story, but I thought it was worth remembering here, as I’m writing this on Veterans Day.)


I never met my great-uncle Percy, and there are those, like my grandparents, who insist that he was completely out of his mind. But from the time I was a child I’ve felt a strong kinship with the man, especially since my grandparents often remarked on how much I reminded them of him. (Apparently we both liked to stick beans up our noses.)


In 1999 an expedition to retrace Mallory’s efforts discovered his perfectly preserved body on a windswept cap sheaf, 28,000 feet up the south approach to the summit. He was lying face down just below the Hillary Tit. He had broken his right leg and his left arm, and all the vertebrae in his lower back were crushed. The assumption was that he had choked on a frozen hunk of bangers and mash.


But what about Uncle Percy? Had he made it? Was he the first person to stand on the roof of the world and shout out at the top of his lungs “Hey, all you mo-fos, you can kiss my big white ass!” (or whatever would have been appropriate back in 1924)?


Sadly, Percy never returned home to tell his tale, and no climber has ever come across a single shred of evidence proving that the Elliott/Everest expedition even existed. In fact, some conspiracy theorists claim that my great-uncle wasn’t even in the Himalayas in the winter of 1924, but was in Washington, DC, trying to secure a patent from the war department for his inflatable underpants.

Alas, my great-uncle’s name faded into obscurity. That is, until about a year ago, when I received an anonymous package in the mail. Assuming that it was either a dirty bomb or live Maine lobsters, I let it soak in warm, soapy water for a week before opening it. When I finally unwrapped its contents my life changed forever. Pushing aside the putrid lobsters, I discovered my great-uncle Percy’s diary! Here was the whole sordid, seedy (and extremely soggy) detailed chronicle of the 1924 Elliott Mount Everest expedition—at least up to the point where it abruptly ended with the curious entry:


Farewell all. I leave now for afternoon tea with the jub jub bird and nasty old Mr. Bandersnatch.

At last, now there was evidence!


The mysterious diary could not have surfaced at a better moment in my life. My brief marriage to famed fashion designer Vera Wang had ended abruptly in an ugly custody battle over my collection of vintage 1980s Girbaud pants, and my one-man show as Ethel Mer-man had just closed Off Broadway due to numerous complaints by the board of health.


With the overwhelming success of my first book (The Shroud of the Thwacker, Miramax, $22.95), my next book was highly anticipated, and yet I had been frittering away my days by submitting falsified documents signed “Yours truly, Peter Stuyvesant” to the New York Historical Society and writing made-up participatory journalistic articles in the vein of the late, great George Plimpton—mostly for my own amusement, but for some legitimate ink-testing laboratories as well. After the diary’s arrival, however, the prospect of writing a book about climbing Mount Everest loomed in my imagination as a participatory journalistic adventure that I might actually participate in.


I would retrace my great-uncle Percy’s expedition, prove that he summitted the mountain before anyone else, and solve the mystery surrounding his disappearance! Hopefully, I would find his perfectly preserved frozen body somewhere up in the Himalayas and return it home for a proper Elliott burial—complete with marching bands, dancing dogs, and bearded ladies (they’re my second cousins—the dogs, that is).


Those were my reasons—simple enough, I thought—but in reality far more complex than I could ever imagine. And so excited was I at the prospect of climbing Mount Everest that my enthusiasm clouded my judgment. Not only did I ignore the potential danger, I neglected to ask the most important questions of all: who was the anonymous person who sent me Uncle Percy’s diary in the first place—and why?




PART ONE

Too bad it’s so cloudy.

—SIR EDMUND HILLARY THE SUMMIT, 1953

 

THE SOUTH APPROACH 28,000 FEET

I had been climbing for so long that I was aware of nothing anymore, except the struggle to put one foot in front of the other without collapsing under the weight of the man on my back. Camp Four had to be close, but there was no way to tell for sure. A freak storm had taken us by surprise a few hours prior—first charging over the Pumori Peak and then bearing down on Everest with an almighty vengeance. I couldn’t see my hand in front of my face, let alone the rest of our fellow climbers. We had already lost four people, and as far as I knew Michael and I could be the last ones alive. I braced myself as a gust of bitterly cold wind rushed through the holes in my tattered parka. The cold chilled my bones and sent my muscles into painful spasms. Then I sneezed and my nose shot off my face.


“Goddamn it. Not again!”


At that exact moment, a huge column of snow corkscrewed twenty feet into the air and coiled around me like a snake. My nose twirled around inside it like a flying prune, blowing just out of reach each time I scrambled to catch it. Michael groaned.


“Put me down, put me down. I need to rest.”


Rest? Rest from what? I’ve been carrying your fat Academy Awardwinning ass all the way up from Base Camp! But I didn’t say what I was thinking, I just thought it to myself, because I was so delirious that I thought that if I thought it out loud, he might hear it. So I kept the thought inside, but then I thought, He probably heard me think it anyway, the jerk. (That’s the kind of logic one uses in the thin air at 28,000 feet above sea level, especially when one was borderline retarded before even starting the climb.)


“Oxygen. I need oxygen. Give me your oxygen!” he demanded.


“Did you happen to see where my nose went? It blew off again.”


“Just put me down, will ya?”


I allowed him to slide off my back and onto the snow. His eyes, glassy and pale, glared up at me. I could tell he had reached his personal “wall.” Either that or he was filling his snow pants with another load of what the Tibetans called Himalayan ying yang. That was just one of the unpleasant side effects one experiences at high altitude, along with pulmonary edema, cerebral edema, hypothermia, freezing of vital internal organs, swelling of bosoms, and shrinking of penises—none of which was mentioned once in The Idiot’s Guide to Climbing Mount Everest. (Its only warning was to abstain from singing “The Happy Wanderer” above the “Death Zone,” “as it may pester your fellow climbers.” A-duh! I had quit crooning “Valderee, Valderaah” by the end of the first week and had been belting out “Sweet Georgia Brown” nonstop ever since.)


Ahead of us, barely visible through the blizzard, was the windswept crest of the peak itself. We had come so far and were so close, but I feared Michael was not going to make it, and for the first time in this punishing enterprise, I felt a twinge of sympathy for the man.


“Stop sightseeing, lunkhead, and give me your goddamn oxygen, now!” he shouted.


By twinge of sympathy, of course I meant, “What ungodly atrocity had I committed in some past life to earn such a loathsome companion?”


Michael had managed on his own up the steep ridges of the Lhotse Face, across the slippery crevasses of the Khumbu Icefall, and around the prickly pinnacles of Krakauer’s Terse Hemingwayesque Prose, but recently he’d given up, and in a moment of deeply regrettable “team spirit” I’d agreed that, yes, we would “carry each other.” But that agreement was not working out the way I had imagined. I suppose Michael felt that as long as he had strength enough to ride piggyback on me, then by God he was going to make it to the summit. In a way, it was hard not to admire that plucky, old-fashioned, “I don’t care about anybody else except myself” approach to life—it’s a uniquely American quality that I believe many of us in this great country have lost.


I unscrewed my last canister of compressed gas and attached it to Michael’s regulator. He immediately began to breathe more easily. I, on the other hand, began to experience a feather-headed consciousness far more fuzzy than the one I live with every day. I glanced over the steep drop to my left, struggling to make out some sign of the rest of the team. I couldn’t see anyone. However, I could see in the distance several small, gray, gnomelike creatures scurrying about—a clear sign, according to The Idiot’s Guide, that my brain was hemorrhaging and that I had about three minutes to live.


Lost in a hypoxic stupor, I became aware of a gentle voice whispering in my ear.


“Chris . . . Chris ...”


Could it be? Was it my great-uncle Percy? Had I finally found him? Was my quest complete? Had he survived up here on Everest all these years, or was this his spirit come to guide me to Camp Four?


“Chris,” said the voice, “you will go to the Degaba System. There you will meet a magic goat who will help you.”


“Huh?”


“Hey No Nose, looks like your boyfriend want to make big gravy with you,” Tzing Tzang shouted, as he shook me back to consciousness, attaching a fresh supply of oxygen to my regulator. (“Make gravy” was Sherpa slang for sex.) When I opened my eyes, Michael was on all fours pointing feverishly at his rear end.


“I’m seeing gnomes,” he yelped through his mask. “I need dex. I need dex now!”


Apparently I wasn’t the only one whose brain was hemorrhaging. I turned to Tzing Tzang and said panting, “Where are the others? Did they make it?”


“Uh no, they all died.”


My jaw dropped in sheer horror as the helplessness of our situation began to sink in.


“No, just pulling your leg,” he said. “They’re right behind me— I think—hard to tell. Maybe they did die. Hee hee hee.”


Then he pulled out a syringe of dexamethasone—a powerful steroid that retards the hallucinatory effects of hypoxia—yanked down Michael’s pants, and jammed the needle straight into his commemorative tattoo of Cesar Chavez. The big man was instantly energized. He shot up, took one look around, and scrambled back up my spine like he was ascending the summit itself.


“Grab my camera,” he ordered, and then yowled, “Yee haa!” as he spurred me on with his sharp crampons. “On to Camp Four, Silver!”


A moment later, Duncan Carter, our team’s intrepid leader, appeared by my side. “Hey, A-holes!” he shouted, “this storm’s getting worse. Chop chop! Camp Four is just ahead!”


Our fellow climbers shuffled past, their eyes lifeless and deserted, like the bewildered survivors of a major catastrophe, while I slogged along under Michael’s immense weight. I saw Yorgi, the blind Russian, feeling his way about with his cane, but my friend Wendell, who had been guiding him, was nowhere to be seen. (Wendell, for the unlucky few of you who missed out on my last best seller, The Shroud of the Thwacker, is my longtime best friend. And more important, he was hauling the bag of Oreos we were going to chow down on when we got to Camp Four.)


“Yorgi,” I heaved. “Where’s Wendell?”


“Zee ran off, I don’t know where. I’m blind, remember?”


“I’m right behind you,” grumbled Wendell.


“Oh, thank goodness. For a second there I thought you’d left us.”


“No such luck.”


“Isn’t this exhilarating, Wendy?”


“Yes, I love freezing my ass off on a godforsaken mountain with no hope of ever getting back alive.”


“Oh, come on, it’s not so bad. Hey, I know what would raise your spirits—why don’t you carry Michael for a while?”


“Uh, no thank you. You’re doing fine. I’m better in a supervisory capacity anyway. That’s it, keep carrying him. Good, you got him. Keep going . . . Oh, I so wish I was dead.”


Despite Wendell’s despair, it never occurred to me to attempt Everest without him by my side. I didn’t do much without Wendell. We were baptized together, barmitzvahed together, and even had our butt-cheek implants done together. (It was cheaper that way; we were going to have the left ones put in next year—if we survived.)


“We’re almost there, Wendy, and then we can enjoy our delicious Oreos. Just keep thinking about those Oreos. That’s what’s keeping me going. Oreos, Oreos, Oreos. Mmm, mmm good.”


“Ah, yeah . . . right,” he said strangely.


Hand over fist, foot over foot, we made our way to Camp Four, a ragtag collection of tents perched precariously on a sloping ledge, and our final resting spot before the assault on the summit in the


morning. I gently deposited Michael’s king-size posterior on his king-size inflatable Sealy Posturepedic mattress and paused in the hatchway of his L.L.Bean colonial style tent (an exact scaled-down replica of his mansion outside of Detroit), half expecting a tip. As soon as I realized that none would be forthcoming, I bowed and shuffled across the spindrift, taking one last look-see for my nose before collapsing from exhaustion inside mine and Wendell’s Wal-Mart Family Fun tent.


“We made it!” I cried, but Wendell, shivering in his flimsy bag, only grunted.


Outside, Duncan was still barking orders. “It’s not over yet, A-holes! Everyone to your tents. Tie yourselves down to something— like the snow, I guess. This is going to be bad—real bad.”


The fierce nor’easter intensified, pummeling our tent as I zipped myself into my Peanuts (Wendell wished he had one too) sleeping bag.


“Oh, Wendell, I know it’s been a long haul, but just imagine, tomorrow we’ll be standing on the summit of Mount Everest, looking down on this whole godforsaken world, pissing in the snow, and sucking back a couple of ice-cold egg creams—my treat!” (I just assumed there’d be some sort of concession stand up there or something.) “Which reminds me. What do you say we dig into our cookie stash?”


But Wendell seemed distracted, staring down at something in his hands. “I think the Sherpas must have got into the Oreos,” he mumbled.


I saw that he was holding an empty bag.


“Sherpas, my ass! You ate them!”


“I wanted my last few minutes on earth to be happy ones.”


“You’re a pig!”


“You’re an idiot!”


In a flash we had our hands around each other’s throats.


(I’d like to say that it was the strain of the climb that was causing us to act irrationally, but it was just that we both really like Oreos.)


Wendell’s fist made contact with my jaw, sending my oxygen mask flying. Then my fist made contact with the center pole, causing our Family Fun tent to collapse on top of us.


“Give it to me!” I gasped, squeezing his neck as hard as I could. “I know you have another cookie somewhere in your parka!”


“If I do, it’s mine!” he wheezed. “You owe me because we’re all going to die on this stupid mountain!”


“You wanted to come!” I yelled as we thrashed back and forth.


“Are you kidding? It was your stupid idea!” he said, throwing me down. “This whole dumb climb was all about you and your dumb midlife crisis. You and your divorce, you and your career, you and your crazy great-uncle.”


“At least I have a career! Because of me you get to hobnob with celebrities.”


“Celebrities? Ha! B celebrities, at best.”


“Oh yeah?”


“Yeah!”


Out on the col, Tzing Tzang noticed the mound of vinyl bouncing up and down and shouted, “Quit making gravy, boys, and tie yourselves down!”


We stood up and then Wendell threw something really hard at me that bounced off my forehead and nearly knocked me out.


“Ow, wait. Time out! That really hurt!”


“It was supposed to, asshole!”


At first I thought it was a rock—the kind that they heat up and use for foot massages at fancy Beverly Hills salons—but after I rubbed it on my feet for a bit, I realized that it was my frozen nose.


“Wait, wait, Wendell,” I said, trying to fit the proboscis into the gaping hole in my face. “It doesn’t fit. Wendell, this isn’t my nose!”
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“On to Camp Four, Silver!”


“So what? It’ll work, won’t it?” Then he put me in a headlock and started to strangle me.


“Don’t you see, Wendell? Our search is over! We’ve finally found Uncle Percy! Sort of ...”


Wendell finally stopped pounding me. “Really?”


Suddenly, from all around us, came an ear-piercing racket. It sounded like a freight train, hurricane, and earthquake, all rolled into one big, thunderous stink bomb.


“Avalanche!” shouted Duncan from somewhere out on the col.


The frozen ground beneath us began to shake and Wendell looked alarmed.


“Some vacation, huh?” I said. “Isn’t this funtastic!!”


Then the ground gave way and Wendell tumbled into a widening crevasse. I grabbed his hand, but it slipped out of his glove, and then he was gone.


“I still have the last Oreo, asshole!” he shouted as he fell out of sight. Then I blacked out.




CHAPTER ONE


One month earlier, Grandpa shuffled into the kitchen, clutching a large framed portrait in his arms.


“Here’s the last known photograph of your great-uncle Percy.”


“Well, hello there, Mr. Handsome,” I said, studying the black-and-white photo. “I can definitely see a family resemblance.” The intense-looking man in the photo was in his early fifties, sporting a salt-and-pepper beard and a stern expression. He was also covered in tar and feathers and wearing a lady’s wig.


“Was it Halloween?”


“No ... he was probably out West selling some more of his useless ‘Pep-Tonic.’”


A steam of tears moistened Grandma’s cheeks. “Poor Uncle Percy. How I miss him so.”


“Your grandmother is so grateful that you’re going to finally bring Percy back to Brooklyn Heights, where he belongs .. . You’ll be leaving soon, right?”


Stalwarts of support, my sweet grandparents seemed especially eager for me to climb the tallest, most dangerous mountain in the world. I suppose they were just anxious to get me out of the house. After all, I had been living with them ever since the breakup with Vera (and actually quite a bit during the marriage itself).


“That’s right,” whimpered Grammy. “They’re tears of joy,” and she leaned over and gave Gramps a little peck on his cheek.


“Eewww! Get a room, you two!” I said, averting my eyes. “As a matter of fact,” I continued, “I don’t even have a clue how to get started. I mean, don’t you need a guide or something?”


Through her tears, Grammy said, “Oh, I cut this out of the Penny-saver for you.” She pulled a clipping from her apron.


“‘Mountain Maniacs,’” I read. “‘Come and get your Ya Yas off in the Himalay . . . yas.’”

“Classy,” said Gramps, pulling on his suspenders as I read on:

If you dream of exciting exploration ... One of our trained professionals will be happy to guide you and your friends up Mt. Everest—the tallest mountain in the world, in case you haven’t heard. There you can stand at the apex of our planet, twenty-nine thousand feet into the stratosphere . . . look around and . . . take a couple of snapshots or something.

If you think you have what it takes—mainly the cash—then hurry in and meet our friendly, licensed mountaineering experts at Mountain Maniacs magnificent corporate headquarters, located just half a mile west of Route 9, adjacent to the Woodbury Mall, right behind the Carpet Warehouse.


“So you can leave now, right?”Grammy asked.


 “Too bad this is way over in Jersey. You guys know I’m still not allowed to drive.”


Grammy said, “Actually I’ve already called your charming Negro friend Wendell, the cab driver. He’s going to take you there tomorrow.”
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Percy Brackett Elliott


“Yeah, but won’t I need climbing equipment or some—”


“Gotcha covered,” Gramps said, throwing a tarp full of junk on the table. “Cleaned out the garage. You got Christmas lights, brake fluid, bicycle pump, rat poison, and a box of six-penny galvanized nails. Everything you need.”


I mused out loud, “Do you ‘spose it’s very much like Brooklyn? Mount Everest, I mean.”


My grandparents rolled their eyes behind my back. (You may be wondering how I knew that since it was . . . behind my back. Well, their dry old eyeballs make a very specific sound when they roll. It kind of sounds like someone whispering, “Our grandson’s an idiot.”)


As I gazed through the greasy window to the bustling street below, I continued to cogitate. “I mean, people are people all over the world, right? ‘The child is black, the child is white, together we learn to ... bite the bite.’ Does the moon not shine over Bangladesh as well as Brooklyn Heights? Oh, dear, sweet Savior, what invisible power compels me, as it compelled my great-uncle before me, to confront its staggering countenance? Perhaps to truly understand, we must first go back to my childhood and answer some of the lingering questions that only ...”


“Okay, well, look, Chris ... ah ... it’s about time for your Grandmother and I to start drinking, so maybe you should be on your way, huh?”


“Yes. Yes, you’re quite right, Gramps. There’ll be plenty of time for us to debrief upon my return. So, as the Katmandu locals say, Adios, amigos!”




CHAPTER TWO


The next day, as we crossed the George Washington Bridge in his cab, I could tell that my friend Wendell was upset. Maybe it was that he was missing a day of work to drive me to Mountain Maniacs, or maybe my decision to sit in the backseat had him a tad piqued. (But I’m sorry, if I’m going to be driven around, I want to be driven around in style.)


“You comfortable back there?” His eyes shot daggers at me in the rearview mirror.


“Yes, thank you,” I answered back, “would you mind turning the music down, please?”


He did the opposite.


“That’s perfect,” I said.


Although I was familiar with the seminal events of Percy’s life, something about the true nature of the man had always eluded me. For instance, I knew that he was born on a ship. It was during the doomed Franklin Expedition to discover the elusive northeast passage. The H.M.S. Terror became trapped in ice in Baffin Bay, and all 129 crew members perished—all save for one golden-haired child, presumably the progeny of one of the “comfort ladies” Franklin had brought along to keep the crew happy. Inuit Eskimos discovered Percy and raised him until the age of twelve, when they auctioned him off to the Elliott family on vacation from Brooklyn Heights.

But how did he accomplish all the things Grammy claimed he had? At one time or another he had been a traveling salesman, an inventor, a collector of fine art on velvet, and a burlesque stripper. And what had inspired him to climb the mountain solo in the first place? I opened his diary and flipped to a page at random:

Dear Diary,

Let me begin by saying that I have no idea how I’ve accomplished all that I have in my life, and if anybody knows what the hell inspired me to climb this wretched mountain solo in the first place, I’d love to hear it.

Percy Brackett Elliott

I could only hope that unraveling the mystery would provide the backbone of my next best seller, kind of like I did with The Shroud of the Thwacker (except without me getting stranded forever in the distant past while my cloned double continued to live out my life in the present). I presumed this story would be less eventful, but presumptions are always just that—presumptions—although sometimes they can be postulations. And I suppose there’s always the chance that they could be presuppositions, but usually presumptions are just that—presumptions. (Although for the purposes of this book, let’s call them ass-sumptions.)


“Hey, Wendell, there’s the Carpet Warehouse. We must be close!” We pulled up to a dingy storefront. In the windows were faded cardboard cutouts of women in bikinis advertising suntan lotion.


I read the sign, perplexed: “Duncan Carter, Bail Bondsman and World Famous . . . Bounty Hunter?”


Wendell eyed the small print under the sign: “—and Mountain Maniacs, Inc.”


“Oh, yeah, this is the place,” I said, relieved.


A little bell over the door jingled as we went inside.


“Hello?” I called out. The décor screamed retro Katrina chic—water-stained cardboard boxes everywhere, garbage strewn across the floor, and wanted posters of unsavory types on the walls.


Are you A-holes back already?” called a voice from somewhere in the rubble. “I told you I would have the money by Friday!”


I peered into a small, dirty bathroom, where a gangly man in torn jeans was boiling water on a hot plate on the back of the toilet.


“Umm, Mr. Carter?”


“Yeah, yeah yeah, look, I said I...” He pulled something steaming out of the pot with a pair of tongs and looked up at us. “Oh, sorry. I thought you were someone else.”


His skin was worn, covered in pockmarks, wrinkles, and pleats, and his spaghetti-blond hair seemed oddly unnatural. He was wearing a “Free Tibet” baseball cap and a T-shirt that read, “I like to snatch kisses and vice versa.”


“Yeti femur,” he said, holding up a scalded bone with the tongs. “All that’s left of him anyway. Pangboche: nineteen hundred and eighty-two. On a secret mission to bag a live specimen, but things went terribly wrong. The first attacks came at about four in the morning. Next day I crawled out of my bivouac over to my best friend, Herbie—miniature golfer, bosom’s mate. I tapped him on the shoulder and he upended like a top. Yeti had gotten him from the waist down. I’ll never put on a pair of snowshoes again. So seven men went into the mountains, one came out. The yetis took the rest, December second, nineteen hundred and eighty-two. Thank you, thank you very much. Nobody does Quint like me.”


I swallowed hard. “So that’s a real yeti femur, then?”


“No, A-hole, it’s a ham bone,” he said, regarding my dumbfounded expression with equally dumbfounded eyes. I didn’t understand what the hell he was talking about.


“I’m making bean-and-bacon soup,” he explained. Then he threw the bone back in the water and shook his head. “We got a live one,” he mumbled.


“Oh, I see,” I said, still not understanding.


Then Duncan stared at the wall for a second. He seemed to be off somewhere else.


“Urn, sir?” But there was no response. I waved my hands in front of his eyes. “Sir!”


Wendell and I felt awkward and uncomfortable, and as we always do during such moments, we began to giggle. We tried to hold it in, but it burst out through our noses with simultaneous snorts. Suddenly, Mr. Carter sparked back to life.


“Sorry about that. I kind of space out sometimes. Bad case of altitude sickness in ‘ninety-six. Name’s Duncan Carter, Mountain Maniacs, Inc.,” he pronounced, extending his hand in the overly formal way that teenagers do.


“Hi,” I said, shaking his hand, “Chris Elliott, big-time actor ... in the . . . acting . . . world, I guess you could say ... if you were going to say something ... or not.”


“Yeah, man, cool. I recognize you from that dumb-ass movie you were in. You know, the one with the boat. What was the name of it?”


“There’s Something About Mary?”


“No, that was the good one. What was the really stupid one?”


“I don’t know,” I said, “they’re all kind of . . .”


“Cabin Boy,” said Wendell.


“Yeah, that’s it. Man, that was stupid. Stuuuuupid!”


I stood with a frozen smile on my face while Wendell and Duncan shared a hearty laugh. After he let go of my hand, Duncan loaded his palms with Purell and rubbed them vigorously.


“Nothing personal, just got a little germ phobia. And a teeny fear of heights.”


“Mr. Carter,” I began, “we came here for—”


“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” he interrupted, “who you want me to track down?”


“In a way, I guess you could say I want you to help me track down ...” I paused for dramatic effect “... myself. You see, I’ve just gone through a rather nasty divorce, and on top of that, my one-man show as Ethel Merman closed, so now I’m searching for that next big thing in my life—the big boom-ba, you know what I mean?”


“Nope.”


Wendell jumped in. “He’s been reading this dumb diary that his crazy uncle wrote and now he wants to climb Mount Everest—it’s stupid!”


“Oh, a mysterious diary, how interesting. Fellas, if I had a nickel for every A-hole who came in here with their long-lost uncle’s journal wanting me to help them go find his frozen body . . . not like climbing Everest is hard or anything.” He sighed. “Well, let’s take a look at it.”


“It was sent to me anonymously,” I bragged, handing him the diary.

Duncan read out loud in a mocking voice:


Up early this morning. Left an offering of candied dung and fried leather at the Gumboo shrine. The hill men assure me that such a fine offering will secure me safe passage through the Langbu corridor. High hopes of finding a route to the summit today. If I make it to the top, I shall place the sacred Golden Rhombus back where it belongs, and then finally the “peoples” shall be tranquil, and all shall be right with the world.


His tone suddenly changed and he now seemed interested.

Maybe if I have the time, I’ll take a couple of snapshots before climbing back down. Oh well, as the Tibetans say, Adios, amigos.

P.S. Lost my nose to frostbite last night. The wretched thing blew off like a rotten apple. I wonder who, if anyone, will ever find it. (Wouldn’t it be funny if it were one of my descendants, climbing the peak to locate my frozen corpse! Ha!)

Percy Brackett Elliott

Everest

Dec. 1, 1924


“Percy?” Duncan’s bloodshot eyes lit up. “Your uncle was Percy Brackett Elliott?”


Duncan began to flip through the diary madly.


“Is this some kind of joke?” he muttered, astonished. “This looks like it’s actually the real thing.”


“What’s a Golden Rhombus—his butt?” Wendell asked.


“I don’t know,” I said. “Maybe back in nineteen twenty-four they replaced rotten butts with gold ones, just like teeth. What do you think, Mr. Carter?”


“Huh? What about your butts?”


“Look, we’re sorry we bothered you, Mr. Carter,” said Wendell. “My friend here is kind of like Lucy. He comes up with these harebrained schemes from time to time. But he doesn’t know the first thing about mountain climbing. We’ll just be on our way and—”


“Hey, wait, not so fast,” said Duncan, suddenly serious “So, you want to try to find his body, or what?”


Wendell was exasperated. “A second ago you just said—”


“Well, yeah,” I interrupted. “I was kind of thinking that.”


“Why?”


“Why? Um . . . ’cause . . . tch tch tch . . . um . . . cause he’s . . . family?”


“That the only reason? I mean, there’s no other reason you want to find him? No . . . hidden agenda or anything? Let me put it to you this way: You’re not looking for anything specific . . . besides his body . . . like anything that might be small or shiny?”


“Well, no, of course not. Why?”


My answer seemed to excite him. “Oh, no reason. Just wondering. That’s all.” He closed the diary, took a deep breath, and walked to the display windows. “The Himalayas are beautiful this time of year, you know.” He ran his fingers up and down the edge of the cardboard, bikini-clad cutouts. “Rolling hills, big mounds of rocks, craggy peaks. One doesn’t just climb Everest, you know. One must make love to Everest.”


Wendell rolled his eyes as Duncan continued, “The first time I made love to the mountain, I was merely a lad, not much older than you are now. How old are you?”


“Forty-five.”


“Oh, well then, I was considerably younger. But the point is, ‘Once you go schist, you never . . . um ... ah ... you . . . never . . . resist!’ That’s it! It’s like another planet up there. You’re on top of the world. The thrill of adventure, the lust for glory. Few are lucky enough to seek it. Your uncle was one of the few.”


Wendell turned to me. “Oh, come on, Chris, you’re not really going to do this. Mr. Carter, you don’t seriously think he’s going to climb Mount Everest? He gets winded when he takes a shower.”


“That’s why I hardly ever take ‘em.” At that Wendell and I gave each other high fives.


“Oh, he’ll be fine. It’s much easier these days, with all that new Gore-Tex stuff.” Duncan riffled through mounds of papers. “Okay, we got the standard release forms that you’ll need to sign, and then there’s the matter of the fee, and we’ll have to get equipment ordered right away if we’re talking about a fall expedition, and ...” He stopped and looked out the windows. “Um . . . were you guys followed, by any chance?”


“No,” I said. “I can’t even get people to return my calls.”


Duncan continued to shuffle through the mess on his desk. “So, as I was saying, I’ll need a down payment, and then—”


“How much is all of this going to cost?” I asked meekly.


Duncan looked back and forth between Wendell and me. “How much you got?” Then he laughed. “Just joshing. But seriously, you’re in the movies, right?” He took a scrap of paper and wrote a figure, then mumbled to himself something about interest and loan sharks and burial fees, crossed it out and wrote a larger figure. Wendell and I gasped.


“Sixty thousand dollars?” I said.


“That’s ridiculous,” said Wendell. “You could buy Mount Everest for less than that!”


“There is no way I can get my hands on that kind of bling-blang-walla-walla-bing-bang!”


“I smell a shoot-the-bull, Chris. This guy’s just trying to rip you off!”


“Look, boys, there’s a lot of expenses with climbing Everest. You gotta pay for yaks and Sherpas and food and equipment—I swear, I’m a straight shooter!”


Suddenly a car alarm went off outside and Duncan crouched down, aiming a large canister of pepper spray at the door. After a moment he stood up, looked at us sheepishly, and added, “Sorry, fellas. You, uh ... never know when uh ... an angry ex-con is going to come gunning for you.”
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“Nobody does Quint like me.”


I searched my pockets and Wendell reluctantly searched his. We pulled together about twenty-three dollars and a couple of Oreos. I felt like a failure. “I’m sorry, Mr. Carter. I don’t think I’ll be able to afford it.”


Duncan leaned back in his chair with his hands behind his head. “Well, you’re famous, uh . . . sort of, right? Why don’t you hit up some of your rich celebrity friends?”


Wendell snorted and I chuckled nervously.


“Well, see, I don’t really have too many celebrity friends, per se. For the most part they’re all just jealous of me ... on account of all of my unrealized potential, dontcha know?”


Carter stood up. “Listen, the window of opportunity for a fall attempt on Everest is closing real fast. You don’t want to get stuck up there in a freak storm or an avalanche or anything. If we’re gonna go, we godda go like yesterday. I’ll give you forty-eight hours to come up with the cash—otherwise you’re gonna have to wait till next year, and I can’t guarantee I’ll still be in the business.” He looked over his shoulder. “Now do me a favor and wait until I’m in the bathroom with the door shut and locked before you leave. And if anybody asks you, you came inside and nobody was home. Or better yet—I was dead.”


It was quiet in Wendell’s cab as we drove back to Brooklyn. I couldn’t wait a whole year to go to Everest! This was the kind of decision you have to make on the spur of the moment, or else you run the risk of reconsidering.


Wendell eyed me in his rearview mirror. “So what now, Lucy?”




CHAPTER THREE


We were still tucking in our shirts and straightening our ties when we arrived at the Jacob Javits Center on Thirty-fourth Street. Rushing in, I paused briefly to buy a raffle ticket for Larry David’s Prius, and then we hurried over to the main exhibition hall.


A giant banner hung from the ceiling welcoming guests to the third annual Global Warming Summit and Boomps-A-Daisy Dance Off.


“This is it, Wendell,” I said, “the movers and shakers, the people who make this world go ‘round. You show them respect, and they’ll respect you back. Unless you’re obviously on your way out or, like, not a Scientologist or something.”


“I can’t believe you got invited to this,” he said. “I thought you were banned from here ever since you got drunk and took that Hummer Sea-Doo™ for a joyride through the dancing waters at the boat show.”


“Well, it all depends on how you define invited. If by invited you mean ‘received a gilded invitation in the mail,’ then no, I wasn’t invited. But on the other hand, if you mean ‘swiped an invitation off the desk of one’s local AFTRA representative, after one made her go searching for the files pertaining to one’s delinquent dues payments,’ then yes, I was clearly invited. Now who should we hit up first?”


The place was jammed with movie stars, writers, celebrities, politicians, and reality-show freaks. In the center of the room, tuxedoed UN dignitaries stood with cocktails in hand, rubbing elbows with glamorous Hollywood types. On the outer rim, lesser-known celebrities (mostly voice-over actors and soap-opera stars) sat on folding chairs like freshmen waiting for that special someone to ask them to dance. The round dining tables were adorned with ‘environmentally friendly’ centerpieces (called flowers), while PR people in convention booths represented every country and concern in the world.


The band had just finished a rousing rendition of “Enjoy Yourself, It’s Later Than You Think,” and now Al Gore was taking the stage. He was obviously blotto, and he began babbling on and on about saving the world from utter destruction or some such nonsense.


“Look, people, I’m serious,” he yelled, spitting into the microphone, “WE’RE ALL GOING TO DIE. Like, SOON.”


“And you’re sure you know who is supposed to be here?” Wendell asked, scanning the glitzy rabble. “I don’t see her.”


“A bit anxious, are we? I think maybe someone’s got a cru-ush\”


“No, I just happen to be a fan of her work. And her, uh, politics. She’s very active in the PETA organization, you know. She once spent a week chained to a raccoon. How can you not admire that?”


“The only thing you admire is her hot little bod.”


“Just promise not to embarrass me. And stick close. I’ll need you to introduce—”


“Regis!” I called out.


“—me to her,” he finished, but I was already on my way to the buffet table, where Regis was having his ear talked off by Kofi Annan. I pried him away.


“Looked like you needed a little rescuing there, am I right?”


“Well, actually no, I was quite interested in what the former secretary-general was saying. Now if you’ll excuse me—”


“Hey, don’t you recognize me? Chris Elliott! I did your show once in the mid-eighties and was never asked back, remember?”


“Right, now I remember. That was the one we couldn’t air because of all the racial slurs.”


“Right, right. That was me!”


“Sure. So, what are you up to now, Cliff?”


“Well, as a matter of fact, I’m mounting an expedition to the Himalayas and I was wondering if you’d like to come along. See if I can get—”


“Jeez, that’s great. Good luck with that.” And then he sidestepped quickly away and jumped into a photo op with Katie Couric and Kreskin in front of the Serbia/Montenegro booth.


Wendell sidled up to the buffet. “Well, that went well.”


“He must have had his hearing aid turned off.”


“Hey, isn’t that your old boss by the punch bowl?”


“Oh, yeah. Hey, Dave!”


“You believe these weasels?” Dave mumbled, spiking the punch with Night Train. “Imagine having to talk to them day in, day out. Welcome to my life, buddy.”


“Dave, this is my friend Wendell.”


“Ah huh. Where you from, Wendell?”


“Urn, New York City.”


“Ah huh, and what do you do for a living?”


“Oh, ah, I’m a cab driver.”


“Oh, a cab driver? Well, that must be pretty exciting?”


“It’s all right.”


“Yeah, yeah, now let me ask you something: Being a New York City cab driver, do you ever just, you know, just give your horn a good honk?”


Wendell looked embarrassed. “Well—”


“You know, just a good ‘honk’? You really like to sit on it, don’t you? You just like to sit on the damn thing, don’t you? And give it one of these: HONK!”


Wendell laughed. “Well, yeah, I do.”


“That’s what I thought. Well, that’s great. Nice talking to you, Wendell. Thanks for coming by.” And he walked off.


“Dave, wait, I wanted to talk to you about a really exciting opportunity!”


“I don’t have the time right now, buddy. I just came for the clams.” And with that he was gone.


“Jeez. After all the times I saved that guy’s show with my insanely brilliant writing ...”


“Chris, I don’t think this is working out,” Wendell said. “Can we at least go look for—”


“What about those drag queens over there?” I pointed at the booth marked CAMPAIGN FOR A FREE TIBET, where two guys gussied up in orange dresses stood behind a table full of pamphlets.


“Those are monks, Chris. They’re holy men.”


“Wow, I’ve never heard that one before, but don’t worry about me. I’m fairly secure with my sexuality—pretty much. They won’t turn me.”


Wendell ditched me as I approached the monks. “Hey, how ya doing, fellas? Long way from Greenwich Village, aren’t ya?” And then I laughed like a hyena (a spotted hyena, actually).


They clasped their hands together and bowed.


“You know, fellas, every now and then in a man’s life, even in a gay man’s life, he’s faced with a crossroads. Does he go left? Or does he go right? Or—and this is very important—does he go up?”


The two “monks” nodded their heads sympathetically, but obviously had no idea what the hell I was talking about.


“Okay, look, I’ll be straight with ya—pardon my French—my name is Chris Elliott, and I’m trying to get some people to climb Mount Everest with me. You see, I had this great-uncle, a guy named Percy, and—”


“What did you just say?” asked the taller of the two.


I sighed. “I said, ‘Hey how ya doing, fellas? Long way from Greenwich Village, aren’t ya?’ And then I laughed like a hyena, a spotted hyena, actually, and—”


“No, no, about your uncle.”


“Oh, I had this uncle Percy—”


“Percy Elliott?” asked the shorter one.


“Yes, and you seem—”


“Percy Brackett Elliott?”


“Yeah, that’s right,” I said, a little surprised at what a popular guy my uncle was turning out to be.


“You are Percy Elliott’s great-nephew?”


“But of course he is,” said the smaller of the two. “The resemblance is amazing!”


“What’s it to you two?”


“Nothing, nothing,” said the taller monk excitedly. “You will excuse us please.” And they rushed off, leaving a sign out on their table that read:

GONE FISHIN’ (FOR THE ENLIGHTENMENT OF ALL BEINGS)


“Jeez, who peed in their Post Toasties?”


On stage, Al Gore was being led off in tears. The emcee (a cloned hybrid of Billy Crystal, Whoopi Goldberg, and Robin Williams that Monsanto, Inc., rents out for these sorts of gigs) took the microphone.


“Big hand for Al, folks. Thanks for the heads-up on that end-of-the-world thing. Next up we’ve got someone with a brighter view of the future—probably because he’s not nearly as good at math.” The hybrid smiled in a terrifyingly inoffensive way. “So, in case you’re looking at this crazy, messed-up world and wondering, Who’s the boss? I’ll tell you who’s the boss. This next guy’s the boss, that’s who!”


The crowd chanted “Bruuuce!”


“No, no, no,” said the hybrid. “Not Brussssss, you idiots. Tony! Tony, come on out here!”


The former sitcom star made his way to the center of the stage.


“Heyaz folks. Thanks for the ovations. Wow, what a thrills it is to be heres. Ain’t it beautifuls? And all for a worthys cause, too— dats what it’s alls about, rights? The first time I heards about global warmings I said, ‘dis ting is gonna come back to bite us all in the asses,’ and I was rights! It bit us all in da asses, just like TiVo bits us all in the asses with da residuals, rights?” There was a smattering of applause, and for some reason Kofi Annan laughed out loud.


“TiVo!” Kofi said, shaking his head. “You tell it, brother!”


I retreated to the men’s room. Standing at the porcelain urinal, I could hear Tony up onstage, singing “My Way,” and the lyrics seemed especially apropos.

Yes, there were times, I’m sure you knews

When I bits off, mores than I could chews


What was I thinking? How could I convince a bunch of celebrities to climb Mount Everest with me? It was never going to work. I had definitely bitten off way more than I could ‘chews.’ “I’m just a big, fat failure,” I mumbled. “Failure, failure, failure.” I started to bang my head against the wall. After about ten bangs, I was interrupted by a deep, gravelly voice.


“Pitiful stream, son. You should get your prostate checked.”


I whipped around and splashed all over my trousers.


“Lauren!” I shouted.


“It’s been a long time, blue eyes.”


“What the hell are you doing here?”


“Well, you know, I do still get invited to the occasional fête.”


“No, I meant here, here!”


“I saw you come in.”


“Yeah, but it’s the men’s room.”


“So?” she was leaning her shoulder up against the tile wall, sipping a Booker Noe’s and eyeing me up and down.


“So . . . that means it’s just for men, not women.”


“Oh, that’s a bunch of malarkey. I’ve never played by the rules and I don’t plan on starting now. You know me.” She downed her bourbon and hurled the glass against the far wall, smashing it into a thousand pieces. “Just let ’em try to kick me out. ‘Men’s room.’ Ha! the question is what are you doing here? I didn’t realize you were interested in global warming.”


“Well, I’m not really. I’m just . . . well, I had this uncle who climbed this mountain, and I thought if I could go find his frozen corpse, that it might, you know . . . well, make me a better person? No, that’s not it, um . . . what I mean is, it might... be cool? No, um . . . well, it’s like, um ...”


“Still looking for that ‘something’ in life, aren’t you?” she said, shaking her head.


“I guess so,” I muttered, and I started to cry. “Oh, you always did know how to get to me. Didn’t you?”


“It ain’t that hard, kid.”


I had first met Lauren—or Betty to her friends—many years before in a summer-stock production of Kiss Me, Kate. She may not have been quite the star she used to be, but she was still a fiery dame. She was wild, to say the least, and that was one crazy summer, let me tell you—a summer I’ll never forget. It was actually Lauren who had given me my third elbow, after a painful arm-wrestling match one night after the show. I assumed she had the hots for me— especially the night she broke my arm—but whether she did or didn’t, she always made me feel a bit unbalanced.


“Now, finish up and stop crying,” she commanded. “I know what you’re up to and we have to talk.”


I hurriedly shook the dew off the old lily pad, zipped up and flushed. As I moved to the sink I could feel her piercing movie-star eyes burning holes in the back of my head, the small of my back— and the nape of my ass.


“So, I hear you’re looking for some suckers to go mountain climbing with you, is that it?”


“Uh, yeah ... I don’t suppose you’d want to come along, would you?”


“Climb Mount Everest? Old dame like me?”


“Yeah, sorry. Bad idea. I guess I’m desperate.”


“Desperate? Oh, well, thank you very much.”


“I didn’t mean it that way ... I just. . . oh, forget it.”


I was rubbing my hands together beneath the cold running water, keenly aware of Lauren gliding up beside me. I turned off the faucet, smiled awkwardly and dried my hands.


“Let me tell you something, kid. You’ve got guts,” she said, wetting the tip of her long index finger with her tongue and then flattening some flyaway wisps on the top of my head. She took a long drag off her cig, then stamped it out and straightened my collar. “You always reminded me of Bogie.” She put her craggy hands on my shoulders and turned me toward the mirror. “You have his strong chin and his faraway eyes”—I jutted my chin out and squinted my eyes—“his gruff but lovable demeanor”—I made my best “gruff but lovable” expression—“and his unbridled, masculine sensuality”—I lowered one eyebrow, curled my upper lip, and made a “come hither” look to beat all “come hither” looks. Then I growled like a wild tiger.
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