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            ‘In this narrative we do more than record our adventures, we bear witness: events that seem to make no sense may sometimes have a deep significance of their own. There is no other justification for an acte gratuit.’

            
                

            

            M. HERZOG, Annapurna 1950

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Foreword

         

         North Wall reflects a period in alpine climbing over half-a-century ago, as the description of the gear will soon make plain to those who know about such things. It is set in the Bregaglia, on the Swiss-Italian border. The village of ‘Molino’ is, in fact, Promontogno, at the foot of the Piz Badile, one of the six great north faces of the Alps. The peak on which the action takes place must have been sufficiently like the real thing for at least one prominent alpinist I know of to claim to have climbed the route described in the ‘topo’ – the direttissima on the north-east face of the Piz Molino. Though in fact the ‘Piz Molino’ doesn’t exist. It’s purely imaginary – constructed by John Brailsford and myself from bits and pieces of other mountains with its principal crux, the great 100-metre dièdre, lifted from the west face of the Dru.

         Like many first novels North Wall contains a certain autobiographical element. It was Tony Whittome, my editor at Hutchinson, who persuaded me that the characters should be French rather than English, lest the originals be too recognizable. It was written at a time when my personal life was undergoing a purgatory of slow disintegration. Though I was certain of one thing: my time in the mountains was coming to an end. Even though, after an interval of some years, I did return to climbing, it was never again to be in the Alps. The book was originally called The North Wall Candidate, a title reflecting the immense admiration I felt for certain men I mingled with – far, far better climbers than myself. A kind of hero-worship, I suppose. Or else the siren call of a larger form of life, something beyond the familial, the domestic. The small man, as he was called then, was the first of my fictive heroes who went out in search of that further life only to discover that he was re-begot, as John Donne puts it, ‘of absence, darkness, death: things that are not.’

         My later books were to rehearse the same theme repeatedly (it was Graham Greene who said we write the same novel over and over again): the allure of that further world set against the price it may exact; disillusion, the loss of innocence, and a sombre understanding that all our mysticisms of heroism end in self-estrangement.

         The writer David Roberts, one of the outstanding modern chroniclers of the mountain life, won the Boardman Tasker award in 2018 with Limits of the Known. At the time of writing a dying man, he reveals in the final passage that what he wishes for in his last conscious moment before the light finally goes out, ‘… is not the shining memory of some summit underfoot that I was the first to reach, not the gleam of yet another undiscovered land on the horizon,’ but the touch of his wife’s fingers as she clasps his hand in hers, unwilling to let go.

         That would be my wish too.

         Roger Hubank.

         Loughborough 2018

      

   


   
      
         
            Glossary

         

         
            Arête (Fr.) A sloping ridge of rock.

            Belay (to belay) A method, used by climbers, of protecting themselves and their companions, by attaching the rope to a piton, or to a sling fastened to or around a suitable projection. There are many different methods of belaying.

            Bergschrund (Gr.) A crevasse separating a glacier from the rock walls enclosing it, or from higher snow or ice fields.

            Bivouac sack A simple, sack-like tent (minus poles) suspended from pitons fixed in the rock. In the mid-sixties it would have been regarded as something of a luxury.

            Bridging A method of climbing whereby the climber makes use of holds on (and thereby ‘bridges’) adjacent rock faces.

            Cagoule (Fr.) A long, waterproof overgarment.

            Chimney A (usually vertical) fissure wide enough to admit the climber’s body.

            Cornice A potentially unstable mass of snow and ice overhanging a ridge.

            Couloir (Fr.) Usually a steep gully, often containing snow, ice or loose rock. Like cornices, couloirs can form one of the objective hazards of mountaineering.

            Crampon (Fr.) A framework of steel spikes strapped to the boot.

            Crux A crucial point of difficulty in a climb. It may be a particular pitch, or even a single move.

            Descendeur (Fr.) An implement to which the rope is attached during a rappel. It assists the climber to slide down the rope.

            Dièdre (Fr.) An open, V-shaped corner.

            Duvet A padded, down-filled jacket.

            Étrier (Fr.) A short stirrup constructed of nylon line and two or three aluminium rungs. Étriers can be attached to pitons and used as artificial footholds on holdless rock.

            Glacis An easy-angled, rock slope.

            Glissade (Fr.) A controlled slide down snow slopes. A sort of skiing – sans skis.

            Golo A metal wedge.

            Jam To climb cracks by wedging hands (sometimes arms) and feet in the rocks.

            Karabiner (Gr.) A steel or aluminium alloy snaplink. It can be used to attach the rope to the climber or, in conjunction with a piton or sling, to provide a ‘running belay’ to protect a falling leader.

            Layback A method (extremely strenuous) of climbing a crack, in which the hands grip the rock edge (a sharp edge is virtually essential), the feet are pressed against the rock wall, and the body is lifted by pressure against the feet.

            Mantelshelf A manoeuvre whereby the climber hoists himself on to a narrow ledge (often backed by a steep wall).

            Névé (Fr.) Old, hard crystalline snow.

            Pendule (Fr.) A manoeuvre whereby the climber makes a pendulum swing on the rope across a holdless wall.

            Perlon A particular kind of nylon rope. Known for its strength, elasticity and ease of handling.

            Pied d’éléphant (Fr.) A short, usually hip-length sleeping bag. Used in conjunction with a duvet.

            Pitch A section of a climb between two stances.

            Piton (Fr.) Steel or aluminium alloy spikes. They come in various shapes and sizes.

            Prusik clip A locking device which, when attached to the rope, assists the climber to ascend the rope rather than the rock.

            Rappel (Fr.) A method of lowering oneself down steep faces on a doubled rope.

            Roof A large overhang, in which the rock projects forward almost horizontally (like a ceiling), is called a roof.

            Runner (Running-belay) A method of using karabiners, in combination with pitons or slings secured to the rock, to protect the leader on a pitch.

            Run-out The length of rope led by a leader between belays.

            Sérac An ice tower on a glacier.

            Slab A smooth rock face of varying angle (usually between thirty – seventy degrees).

            Sling A short loop of rope – of varying length.

            Stance A place, between pitches, at which the leader can rest and belay his second (or vice versa). Sometimes no suitable place can be found, and the stance has to be made in étriers.

            Traverse A horizontal, or sometimes diagonal, movement over snow, ice or rock.

            Verglas (Fr.) A thin coating of ice on rock.

            Wall An extremely steep rock face. (Usually of more than seventy degrees.)

            Wedges Usually wooden (latterly metal), and used in place of pitons in wider cracks.
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            Piz Molino

         

         Piz Molino: 3,753 metres.

          

         North-east face: Schiavi, Morra, T. Rinuccini, P. Rinuccini; August 1954, in three days.

          

         Technical note: A great post-war climb done by a well-established team. At the time of writing it awaits a second ascent. The face is high (almost 1,200 metres) and, facing north, doesn’t come into condition until late in the season. In some years the upper section (above the second bivouac) may never clear of ice. There is some danger of stonefall.

         The line of ascent is always obvious. The pendule pitch marks a hiatus, as the main feature of the climb (the dièdre) closes for some seventy metres and the link with the upper dièdre is achieved by an airy swing across to a parallel flake crack. Once committed to the upper section it is probably wiser to press for the top rather than retreat down the face.

         The bivouac at the top of the great flake is comfortable (ice patch for water). The second bivouac of the first ascensionists (in a cave at the back of the glacis immediately above the ten-metre roof) is safe and adequate but devoid of water.

         Not all the pitons were left in place. Carry a good selection, especially of thin pitons for the ‘sestogrado crack’ (where the line closes). An ice axe and one pair of crampons may be useful. The rock is good. Diagram opposite.

          

         Descent via south ridge (P.D: two and a half hours to Masino hut: cairns).

          

         Start: 100 metres to right (north) of snow gully descending from east ridge, marked by characteristic tower on right below huge roof in centre of face. From scree gully follow obvious depression trending right to left for three rope lengths. Gain crest of arête and follow to breche overlooking smooth slab, and immediately below great flake at left of roof (III & IV: three to four hours.); first bivouac.

         Traverse right along ledge for ten metres (exposed). Climb slab below right edge of roof (VI: two pitons) to diagonal groove and traverse easily upward (right) to corner (good stance in dièdre). Climb chimneys above to gain access to central face. Follow dièdre to point where crack narrows. Stance below crack (étriers: two pitons). Climb with difficulty (VI: poor protection) the ‘sestogrado’ crack to high piton from which arrange rope and descend fifteen metres to make swing right and so gain footing on flake on right wall (piton in place: sling). Traverse up and left for seventy metres to re-enter dièdre (V+: two pitons). Climb straight to ten metre roof which closes groove. From stance (in étriers) surmount roof (hard: A3 & VI: danger of stonefall at lip) to small glacis. Second bivouac in cave below chimney.

         Climb chimney (IV). Follow dièdre (three rope lengths: IV & V: pitons) to overhangs. A chimney splits the roof above. Climb it (at twenty metre stance: pitons). Climb chimney above (forty metres) to gain upper face (stance in étriers: two pitons). A groove bisects the steep slab. Climb it (hard: VI: pitons) to point where vague ramp leads left. Do not follow this ramp (piton left by Schiavi after false line taken). Continue straight up to reach clean-cut ‘100-metre’ corner. Climb corner on pitons and by free climbing (strenuous), to reach exit chimneys (V- & IV) which widen out to summit ridge, and thus (easily) to top. The left-hand branch was taken on first ascent since the right-hand chimney held some large, loose blocks.
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            – CHAPTER 1 –

         

         By noon they’d climbed more than 1,000 metres. At the head of the valley they turned to look back, but Molino was lost far below in the haze, where the river flashed briefly between the rocks.

         Though they had travelled far from the village now, the most formidable part of the day’s march still lay ahead. And when, at length, they plodded out of the forest and on to the stony rubbish of the terminal moraine, the small man recognised that landscape to which he never came, time after time, without a certain dread. Now he picked his way over the debris to where his companion sat, hunched and motionless, on a flat-topped rock beside the stream.

         They were content to linger here by the stream. In the stillness of the amphitheatre the immensity of their undertaking seemed to loom menacingly above their heads. Later it would become a technical problem – something they would work upon together, like craftsmen working upon stone. But now, because they were tired, because they still had far to go, because the moment had not yet come, the north face thrust itself between them with a presence almost as tangible and as cold as the great buttresses which flanked its face.

         For almost an hour they sat quietly by the stream. They had little to say to each other. The small man produced some lengths of stringy cabanos, and a hunk of cheese wrapped in grease-stained paper from the side pocket of his sac. They ate in silence. Occasionally his big, fair-haired companion got up and wandered among the boulders, staring up to where the final summit of the Piz Molino gleamed above the black granite cliffs of the amphitheatre.

         ‘Not unlike the Cima Su Alto,’ he said, at length.

         The small man was groping with a greasy hand among the pebbles at the edge of the stream. The back of his hand was pitted and scarred. Its fingernails worn down. Grained with dirt.

         ‘Didn’t know you’d done it,’ he said.

         He took aim at a target on the far side of the stream.

         ‘What?’

         The pebble shot off a small red rock and bounced away.

         ‘The Su Alto.’

         ‘Winter ascent. With Belmonte.’

         The big man sat down again on the flat rock, lay back and closed his eyes. He liked the sun.

         ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Six years ago on Christmas Eve. We bivouacked on the Gabriel-Livanos ledge.’

         The other’s arm paused in the act of throwing. The flaky, pale pink weal of a recent burn stood out against the brown edge of his hand. ‘Christmas Eve!’ His voice sounded incredulous.

         ‘Jean-Louis had a few days off. And the conditions were right.’

         The small man’s pebble bounced again on the small red rock. His name was Daniel.

         Christ! he thought. It wasn’t a thing he’d have done himself – not on Christmas Eve – though it was typical of Belmonte.

         ‘What was it like?’ he asked, curiously.

         ‘Bloody cold,’ said his companion and sat up sharply.  Though the rock was warm he couldn’t rest for long.

         ‘We’d better get on with it,’ he said.

         They packed the remnants of their meal, hoisted the heavy sacs and made their way slowly, sweating already under the weight and heat, towards the ridge.

         It was early when they had arrived that morning in Molino, the square silent. Empty. The sun was just getting up. They climbed down from the lorry, hoisting the big sacs with the slow engine rumble throbbing in their ears, shouting their thanks in bad German, and they saw no one. Only a young boy at the Albergo Montebello looked out of a bedroom window and saw them standing there in the first sunlight outside the Post, next to the poster that he liked (Daniel had noticed it: two white horses and a girl perched like a bird – CIRCUS ALBERTI, it said, in big curving letters, 13 AGOSTO 1965 – a year ago, exactly to the day).

         Daniel was writing a postcard.

         
            Dear Michel,

            We are going to climb the big mountain in this picture. Then we shall come home. Look after Maman.

            Love from

            Papa

         

         The great north face rose grandly above a pretty meadow filled with flowers. Daniel glanced at it briefly and dropped it in the box. The other card he looked at for a moment (addressed, stamped with a Swiss stamp, it bore no message), considered, and put it back into his sac. Then he saw the small face up at the window, above a box of red geraniums. He waved. The face vanished.

         But the boy asked about them later. He asked the old man at the Post.

         ‘There is only one reason why such men come to Molino,’ the old man said, unfastening the shutter, nodding in the direction of the Val d’Averta – but the boy saw only the pleasant path past the dairy that led into the pine forest. Later that morning he set off along the path. Between the oaks and chestnut trees. Past the green banks of rhododendron, where the air was heavy with the scent of flowers and crushed grass and the piney smell of the forest. He did not get far. If he’d struggled on through the pine forest, he might have got up to the amphitheatre. But no further.

         Even for the climbers it was strenuous. For three hours they struggled upward, stumbling over boulders, slipping on the steep wet banks of gullies, pushing through tangles of branches that struck back to lacerate their arms and faces. At one point the path steepened into a line of footholds traversing upward across an almost vertical wall, which they crossed swaying against the pull of the sacs. As the afternoon wore on the big man again drew further and further ahead. He bored on through gullies and streams, climbing higher and higher along the flanks of the ridge until he vanished from sight.

         Daniel was glad to be alone. He was soaked with sweat. He felt sick. His breathing was beginning to hurt. The pack grew heavier. Eventually he could manage only a few yards at a time, staggering forward to whatever support might offer a few seconds’ rest as he leant, arm rigid against tree or boulder, bent double under the pack. Gradually the tightness in his chest relaxed. He straightened again and plodded on.

         He climbed slowly but steadily up between thinning clusters of pines, from darkness through shadow, and out at last into the sunlight. For a moment he stood motionless. Then he thrust the pack from his shoulders and ran forward through the grass until his boot caught against a stone and he fell heavily. He sprawled there in the warm grass and gazed and gazed on and on for 1,000 metres, up to the snowline and beyond it where the bare rock began, its buttresses, walls and pinnacles streaked by the snowfields and the hanging glaciers and the white, spidery fingers of the couloirs, all a far-off grey and deep shadowy blue, silent, empty of movement, under an empty sky. Far to the right in a deep cleft the snow glimmered between vast granite walls. Beneath it the glacier reared and twisted on its passage down to the valley. And beyond the glacier, flanked on either side by towering buttresses, loomed the enormous bulk of the north-east face. Of its features he could see nothing except the great Gothic arch of the summit soaring above the shadows of the north ridge. The rest was hidden in the gloom. But directly beneath the summit a thin, dark shade slanted down the grey expanse of the face. It was the 100-metre corner, the last barrier, over a thousand metres above the glacier.

         In the spring that year, as he walked to mass one Sunday with the boy, he’d tried to pace out the configurations of that gigantic wall. At the end of the lane would be the first bivouac, with the roof above it, at 400 metres. Halfway across the field, the pendule – the rope-swing across the face. A hundred metres beyond it – where the footpath ran along the riverbank – the great roof. Then the second bivouac, then the corner, then the final chimneys. He didn’t know about the summit. He wasn’t sure he walked that far. For a black and white bird flew out of the hedge in front of them and then he was back in the familiar lane again, with the child tugging at his sleeve.

         Now he looked up at the wall. He tried to think of his own countryside stretched out there. But they were not compatible. The imaginative effort was too much. Even with his eyes screwed tight it didn’t work. Nothing would stay in place. The bridge collapsed. The river slid down over the field. Everything crumbled into a heap at the bottom of the face.

         But it was time to move on. He got up from the grass and hoisted the heavy sac for the last time. Behind him the sun was sinking. The air seemed cooler. A few streaks of wispy cloud hung above the mountains. Cirrus, he thought it was called. He couldn’t remember what it meant. Perhaps nothing. Above the deepening shadows on the wall the highest pinnacles of the north-east face were glowing a faint red. A great stillness brooded over the mountains; a silence broken only by the river roaring faintly in the valley a long way below. In this silence and stillness Daniel perceived the interminable cycles which had shaped this landscape. Suddenly he realised that they were never wholly still or silent. That they moved now, imperceptibly. That they would move for aeons after his death. That perhaps there was no final end to their task, no ultimate creation to which they aspired, for whatever they levelled in a million years, they might throw up again. And level again. He recognised that he, too, was as much their creature as the great wall which he had come to climb. For a moment he felt frightened and alone. The sun still shone on the green, empty meadow, on the jagged wall of rock that swept from end to end of the horizon. But he shivered a little. It was getting cold. Then, a little way below the hillock on which he stood, he saw the bright walls of a mountain tent pitched firmly within a ring of boulders. He saw its walls ripple slightly. The main guy quivered in the breeze. Through the entrance, in the dark orange gloom, he glimpsed the blue cover of a duvet. There was the big sac, its contents spilled out upon the grass: tins, bread, fresh fruit. And the stove was perched ready on a large flat stone. A moment later, the tall figure of his friend came up beyond the boulders, coming back with water from the stream.

      

   


   
      
         
            – CHAPTER 2 –

         

         The next morning Daniel woke to the low clank of a sheep bell just beside his ear. The tent wall bulged dangerously. He scrambled out of his sleeping bag, unzipped the door and scuttled out, gesticulating … The sheep skipped nervously away. Then turned, still chewing, to stare mistrustfully.

         It was still early morning. A heavy dew had fallen. The wet grass curled around his feet, between his toes. It swept away in one unbroken, shimmering descent to the valley. He reached under the flysheet, and fished out the rest of the bread – it was stale anyway – and tossed it to the sheep. Then he went to make the coffee. In the ring of boulders about the tent there was a large granite table hollowed at its base and blackened by the fire they had made there the previous night. He placed the stove under the hollow, set the pan upon it and lit the gas.

         I ought to write, he thought. Yet he remained squatting there by the stove, staring at the flame.

         To leave like that, he thought. Coldly, with just a few curt words.

         Within an hour of leaving he’d regretted it. Even as he got off the bus in Chamonix, stepping into the bright exciting world he loved, he felt ashamed.

         I should write to her, he told himself.

         He feared and hated quarrels. It was like the loss of grace to him. At first, whenever they parted on bad terms (in the early morning, perhaps, as he went to work) he would come back again the first chance he had. He did so in response to promptings, whether of guilt or pity, that seemed external to, and greater than, himself. He got up now and went back to the tent to get the biscuit tin in which he kept his pen and notebook. For three weeks he’d been trying to write; three weeks trying different phrases, different ways of saying things, striving for the right words to say what had to be said. Mostly not knowing what to say. In three weeks, moving from place to place (trying to write the letter), he’d sent over a dozen postcards. Each with a cheerful message, informing them that he was still safe and well, telling of little things he’d bought for the child. The squirrel badge from Cortina. The little doll on skis. And the carved wooden chamois which he held now, in his hand, as he searched in the big sac for the biscuit tin. He found it. Raymond was still asleep.

         He crawled out of the tent again and crossed to the granite slab. He opened the tin and took out his passport, his wallet, some postcards, the badge he’d bought for the child and his pen and notebook. There, at the bottom, lay the envelope, clean and white, addressed already and stamped with a Swiss stamp. He wished he’d gone back again. But it would have done no good. She’d have said he’d come back so that he could go again and climb with an easy conscience. Perhaps that was true. Guilt made him mistrust himself.

         He opened the notebook. The blank, white page confronted him. It was like a wall that kept out what had to be said, that turned his words back upon themselves. And he shrank back into silence – was kept there, unable to break out. Sometimes he was so defeated by the impossibility of saying anything that he was forced to retreat deep within his own borders, refusing to fight, holding himself back, striving not to feel, until this shrinking in upon himself contended with such resentment that he felt himself driven helplessly back towards resistance. And then he yearned to make a liberating gesture. Something decisive. A breakout that would be irrevocable. A scream of rage: a violent blow. Walking out altogether and never coming back.

         He sat now on the granite slab, staring blankly at the notebook. The sun glared back at him from the empty page.

         That wouldn’t really change anything, he thought. It would be an evasion, a refusal to face the facts. Like a child storming away from the game he couldn’t win, the pieces still there on the board. Still waiting a resolution. It would be like suicide. So he stayed, wishing it might be worth it.

         In books or sermons, he thought, it’s always worth it. And times of anger and isolation were like the hard moves that make a climb worthwhile, so that afterwards the bad moments seem a necessary part of it. Real life, he thought, is different. One stays because one has to.

         The sheep bell clanked softly as the animal moved nearer the tent, cropping the short turf. Daniel stirred. He saw that he had written nothing.

         But now the water was boiling fiercely. He climbed down from the slab and made the coffee. He put a great deal of sugar into one of the mugs, stirred it thoroughly, and carried it carefully over to the tent. Raymond was awake. He sat up, his knees hunched in the soft folds of his sleeping bag, and drank slowly, holding the mug with both hands close to his face.

         After breakfast they sat outside the tent and sorted through the pile of equipment. The sun was rising higher in the sky. The circle of rocks around them shimmered with the first real heat of the day. Far off on the horizon the snowfields sparkled, and across the meadow, beyond the Zoccone spur, perhaps two kilometres away, the Piz Molino towered formidably above the glacier, its snow cone glittering in the pale blue sky.

         The face was nearly 1,200 metres high. It was cold, dark and cheerless. And hidden for much of the day in the shadows of the ridges that flanked it on either side. Only in the early morning was it exposed to the sun. As the day wore on so the shadows crept back across the face. Even as they sat on the grass preparing their equipment the lower half of the face gradually dissolved in darkness once more. All around it, beneath the glacier and beyond the ridges, the sun glared from snow and ice and rock so that it was impossible for the eye to penetrate the dense blackness that draped the wall from ridge to ridge.

         But the top of the face was clearly visible. Straight down the middle of it ran a thin line of shadow. It appeared shortly beneath the summit and vanished into the darkness 500 metres below. The north-east face was split by a huge dièdre – a corner shaped like an opened book which swept for almost a kilometre down the enormous wall. On either side of it the rock bulged forward, until the fault disappeared in a barrier of overhangs and projecting buttresses 300 metres or more above the glacier. From a small cave at the top of one of these buttresses, where the granite pillar joined the great face immediately below the dièdre, began the first pitch proper of the line the two men knew as the direttissima – the route they had come to climb.

         Daniel had seen it first pictured in the pages of La Montagne. A huge, truncated pyramid of rock with the same dark shadow slanting down the face. A white dotted line had been superimposed upon the photograph. Underneath it, a caption.

         LA VOIE DIRECTE AU GRAND DIÈDRE DE LA FACE NORD-EST DU PIC MOLINO

         Now, confronted for the first time by the face itself, he suddenly felt frightened. Not by the wall. Something else. He didn’t know what it was.

         But he was conscious, suddenly, of something that had happened long ago. He remembered the dark alcove under the stairs that led to the dormitory, the two rows of beds each with scarlet blanket and wooden locker; the dim, red glow of a single bulb; the shrouded cubicle; a sudden scrape of a curtain and (remembered for the first time in years but with the same clutching spasm) Brother Jerome. Every night he stood at the foot of his bed, holding himself very still, as Brother Jerome passed silently along the row of boys. Some of them kept a pair of clean underpants specially crumpled for his inspection. They never wore them. And Brother Jerome had never known. But he clutched his own soiled garment with fingers that trembled as the dark figure, its brass crucifix bumping softly against the black soutane, drew nearer. He must have been eight years old then.

         And then, as he sat there sorting through the pitons and hollow steel wedges, it all came back in a flash: the refectory in Lent, the furtive, subdued clatter of plates and cutlery, and the great staircase where the light burned always before the statue of St Joseph. He’d never climbed it. No one had. God lived there, he used to think. And God was like Brother Superior. At Corpus Christi he used to walk gravely before the Blessed Sacrament, scattering petals on the gravelled paths. The white procession pacing slowly past lawns and tall banks of purple rhododendron. While the choir sang ‘Lauda Sion Salvatorem’.

         As he sat, a little dazed, absorbed in these fragments of his childhood, his fingers sorting mechanically through the pegs, he came back, again and again, to the image of Brother Jerome. Silent and black. Always black. Save for that cold edge of brass gleaming upon his breast.

         All the delight Daniel felt in the bright air now left him. He felt flat and a little frightened, without knowing why. He looked out across the sunlight at the shadow beyond the glacier and shivered.

         Christ knows what I’m doing here, he thought.

      

   


   
      
         
            – CHAPTER 3 –

         

         Schiavi … Giuseppe Mona … the two Rinuccinis.

         They would have crossed this meadow twelve years earlier on their way to this face. Ahead of them, three days on the wall. Three days to force the sestogrado crack, discover the pendule, find a route up roof and corner until Schiavi led them out on to the summit, exhausted, into a blizzard. As they started down the voie normale Piero Rinuccini collapsed and died. The blizzard thickened. The broad slope dissolved in front of them. The landscape blotted out. They sank up to their thighs. Schiavi drove on relentlessly far into the third night with the younger Rinuccini stumbling on in blind obedience. Until he, too, crumpled into the snow. He died less than 300 metres from the hut.

         As he plodded towards the glacier Raymond’s mind turned inevitably to the four Italians. He would have liked a few days’ rest at the tent. They were tired – of climbing, of travelling, of carrying heavy sacs. But the weather never settled for long. The face attracted many storms. Stonefall and storms. They could not afford to wait. So he plodded on, stepping skilfully between the broken boulders, with his companion following doggedly behind.

         In the remote pasture where the two men walked there was scarcely a sound. No noise of the river. Only grass swishing under foot. The muffled chink of steel. All around them the grass shimmered in the still air. Sometimes a faint tinkling of bells drifted upwards from the pine trees, where the sheep stirred spasmodically, cropping the turf at the edge of the forest. And Raymond plodded on, thinking of the Italians. Without alarm. But taking stock of all the possibilities. It was his custom to do so. The mountain was remote. Inaccessible. The face rarely in condition – except in a dry season. Parts of it were always verglassed. Always difficult. And the consequences of being caught by a storm on the upper section could be extremely serious. He would not court danger for its own sake. There were such men, but he was not one of them. He climbed mountains to earn his living, not to lose it (as some of his friends had lost theirs). He was a professional. Yet there were times when that profession was not enough, when he needed to go beyond the safer limits of the strictly necessary. Even then he refused to risk life wantonly and was contemptuous of those who did.

         Courage and determination were not for him merely romantic ideals. They were necessary, like fear. If ever he was frightened it was because he felt himself no longer in control. And the solution was always the same. Either he restored control or he retreated. Stonefall, avalanche, bad weather, he could not control. So he feared them always and avoided them if he could. But the hard move he never feared. Some shrewd instinct, born of a long experience of difficulty, told him whether it would go or not. And if he thought a move would go, performing it was for him merely a technical problem. If it wouldn’t go he left it alone. But there was always a possibility that chance might deprive him of his mastery of things. And that he feared. And since such a possibility was both a condition of his calling and a circumstance beyond his control he endured it stoically. On this occasion chance counted for more than he cared normally to accept. But he was well equipped. His ability beyond question. And Daniel a competent second. Raymond had a cautious faith in his power to survive all but the worst misfortune. Yet he kept a sharp eye on the weather.
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