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for Brice,

for wonderful Katmandu,

for all Nepalese women,

and for the victims of the 2015 earthquake.

“Be yourself; everyone else is already taken.”

Oscar Wilde
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•  Preface by Denis and Nadia Tribaudeau
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I never imagined my survival courses would be so inspiring for Sophie, but what a surprise to read the adventures ... nay, the saga ... of Chantal in Nepal in search of her sister. Everything’s there: love, suspense, drama, reunion, humor, heartbreak, and surprise. You’ll be transported just as my wife and I were by the extraordinary adventures of this thin slip of a woman who’s looking forward to a peaceful and monotonous existence when her destiny suddenly changes one evening thanks to a report on the TV news.

As you dive into the world of travel, unexpectedly—and very quickly—an irresistible desire for adventure will overwhelm you.

What’s more, beyond the book’s humor and chick-lit leanings, Sophie makes everyone aware of the importance of going beyond your self-imposed limits to achieve great things. She teaches us how to fall so as to get back up, why we should never give up, and why we should always give things a try and never regret our decisions. Girls know this already, and they surprise us every day with their ability to adapt their lives, which are more difficult than the lives of men. Their courage and stubbornness are matched only by their will, which is like that of a tigress searching for her lost cubs in an immense jungle full of hungry vultures. Many lines in this book were actually experienced by Sophie. I witnessed them. I, or rather nature, took her out of her comfort zone, and she was wonderfully able to react and implement survival tricks I’d modestly taught her. Consequently, in the following pages, you’ll find a few examples of actual survival techniques. Many of the scenes she writes about were directly inspired by what I myself experienced with her and nine other trainees in 2016 in Nepal beneath the Annapurna mountain range at Pokhara. The ‘White Yeti’ and his isolated house are also recognizable. My wife assures me I’m just as handsome and seductive as Clay, but I don’t believe a word of it. Perhaps she just doesn’t want to offend me. On the other hand, it’s possible I have a rough side that slightly resembles Clay’s. One thing’s for certain, the ultimate test for a couple is to put them through a survival situation. If they pass the test, they’ll be strong enough to endure. I have the right instructions for that: the two lovers need only listen to their hearts to choose the correct path ... that of love.

Personally, I’d like to see a film adaptation of this novel in the style of Bridget Jones.

Well done, Sophie! I look forward to reading about your next adventures!
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•  Chapter 1
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Hi! I’m Chantal. Don’t ask me why I’m called that. Yes, it’s old-fashioned and not very glamorous. I already know all that. But it fits me like a glove. I am old-fashioned too. Boring even. Someone who always follows rules. I never cross the street when the signal’s red. I never drive on the wrong side of the road to make passengers laugh like my father used to do. I’m conventional. I eat soy, jog every morning, and don’t drink alcohol. I get up early because I like having long, busy days. I’m the kind of person to be exploited at work and I toil more than I should. I talk only when I have something interesting to say. I don’t waste my breath. I get straight to the point. I’m always punctual, and I love descriptive books that everyone else calls soporific. The person you’d define as insignificant? That’s me! You’d never notice me at a party, but I’d remember you, your first name, and the logo on your T-shirt without ever having spoken to you. So, yeah. That’s who I am. Chantal. I know what you’re going to say next. “Wow, what a great story. (Yawn.) Chantal will put us to sleep.” No way! Wait a second. Don’t go! I’m still worth listening to!

I’m just trying to explain who I am so you can get a feel for my character. It’s a no-brainer. At school, everyone knows who the top student in their class is. The kind of girl who wears her long, black hair in a ponytail, and horrible glasses chosen by her parents, which are strangely back in fashion. Yes! Ugly, old, tortoiseshell spectacles. I’m that kind of person! Got a picture of me now?

I play sports only to keep in shape. I’m tall, skinny, and insignificant, but I’ve already mentioned that. Want to hear something new? Something that will blow your mind? Despite my physique, which I consider unattractive, I have a boyfriend. Okay, I admit, he’s just as boring as I am, but at least I have one. To be honest, I find it hard to believe myself sometimes.

“Who’s the lucky guy then?” you ask. Here’s a short, non-exhaustive description of his main features and characteristics: he loves Italian cinema from the 1950s, jazz, and tai chi, and he shares my passion for tofu. He practices yoga every morning at sunrise. We don’t live together though. He’s still at his mom and dad’s place, partly due to their religion. But at least my boyfriend’s more modern than his parents are. He’s tried more things than the Bible allows before marriage and he has even ... well, it’s not worth making a fuss about because he was the only one who enjoyed it. See? I told you. Boring.

Still, I’ll fill you in on how we met because it’s epic. My girlfriend Teresa, an avid clubber, had dragged me out to a student party between bouts of revising for our end-of-term chemistry exam. She was in full seductive mode and clearly on the prowl: miniskirt, paint-pot makeup, designer pantyhose, and teased hair. In a nutshell, as soon as we arrived on the scene, half a dozen knights in shining armor were at her feet. Thanks to the dim lighting, they could only see the work of art that was her face. Very quickly, I felt like a third wheel, but Teresa inserted me into the conversations. She kept on talking about me, highlighting my assets. She was my pimp. She was trying to convince one of the guys to take an interest in me. But I wasn’t there for that. I’d agreed to go with her because I wanted to taste alcohol and get drunk. Get sloshed for the first time in my life. Feel the buzz. Go outside my comfort zone and do things I’d never had the guts to do sober. After my first sip of beer, however, I promised myself I’d never have another for the rest of my life.

Quite quickly, Teresa became interested in one of her suitors and he soon tired of having me glued to them.

“Hey! You there,” he shouted at a student on his own at the bar. “Come and take care of this girl. She needs a friend.”

So now this other guy, stunned into action, felt obliged to talk to me. And I to him as it happened. I didn’t want to be a wallflower any longer. I love talking to strangers, telling them my life story, filling in the blanks, and starting discussions! This young man had truly lucked out! Honestly, I’d have preferred to be at home under my duvet, in my flannel pjs and my socks, with my cat by my side. Okay, I’m exaggerating a bit. I don’t actually own a pet, but I’m sure you know what I’m getting at. Watching a foreign version of a TV adaptation of a Jane Austen novel for the umpteenth time would’ve been more fun. But it wasn’t to be. Instead, I was in the presence of a young man who was far from repulsive. Just as shy as me, he was trying to talk to me, and he seemed quite impressed by my lack of presence and sex appeal (and breasts). Another geek, I thought. A boy who spends his evenings on his computer with his video game buddies, his AirPods in his ears as he chats with his virtual friends and eats pizza. Such a cliché. Or maybe he’s a serial killer, I imagined, eager to grab any young female who doesn’t look too masculine. Fortunately, he’s neither of those things. Here’s a transcript of our first conversation:

“Uh, hi,” he said.

Wow, what a great pick-up line!

“Hello,” I replied, equally unconvinced. “Want my beer?”

“No thanks. I don’t like beer.”

“Me neither.”

“So why did you order it?”

I’ll spare you the rest of the dialogue because the first ten minutes aren’t very interesting. Eventually we noticed two or three things we had in common, and ended up exchanging cellphone numbers, hoping that neither of us would actually attempt to call the other.

Two months later, I texted him by accident and that’s how our love story began. Of course, I’m forced to disregard the fact that he wears checkered shirts with striped pants. He has no style. Me neither, but at least I know the basics. I forgot to tell you. His name’s Louis. Chantal and Louis. It sounds really bourgeois, doesn’t it? Louis can’t deny his origins because they’re obvious whenever he talks. Here’s a typical sentence he might say: “Chantal, I went a little crazy today! I left five minutes before the end of my math class to imply to the teacher he was being rebarbative.” See? Louis is helping me enrich my vocabulary. He’s making me a better person.

Like they say, birds of a feather flock together! Or is it opposites attract? Ugly people reproduce among themselves? I can’t decide which of these sayings is correct in our case. Anyway, that was in college. Louis and I are part of the workforce now. Unsurprisingly, and due to our enthusiasm, we were hired by the companies where we’d completed our final internships. My employer’s a reputable pharmaceutical firm in Strasbourg, and Louis works at a statistics institute. We each sit in front of computers and avoid contact with our colleagues and coffee machines.

I’m happy with Louis. He’s serious and I can count on him. And he’s always in a good mood! I’m certain he’ll never disappoint me. However, I’d like to add a caveat if I may. There’s no passion between us, and I’m referring to the passion you read about in novels or see in romcom movies. A little bit of madness—even a tiny bit—would be enough for me. We’re stuck in a rut. As a result, I tend to daydream with my books, which are full of great love stories, and secretly yearn to be someone else. A Victorian heroine perhaps or a Russian princess. Why not one of those R&B​[1] stars who wiggles her rear end unapologetically, and excites men by running her tongue over her luscious lips? I wish I were the type of seductive female all eyes fall on when she enters a room. I want to be sure of myself. I’d like to wear a tight dress, seven-inch heels, and sparkly lipstick and I’d like to fill out this dress with shapely hips and a protruding chest created with the help of a surgeon friend. I’d like to be amusing too. I want people to remember me, to dream secretly of being like me. I want everyone to listen to me when I open my mouth and not cut me off. I’d like to be a model, someone to look up to. I’d like to be talked about because I’m beautiful, and not just because my company has been able to save a few euros thanks to my contribution. I’m tired of being employee of the year after working at a company for only two months. No one knows my name, but they all know who the little lab mouse is. I’m tired of taking a path that’s been mapped out for me! A route where I’m seamlessly able to avoid pitfalls. I want action and danger. I want to be someone else. I’m not cut out for this body. I can’t express my true nature. I feel imprisoned. I’m burning inside and no one can see it. I’m suffocating. Fortunately for me, this won’t last, and that’s why I’m telling you my story.

“Chantal, you forgot to button your blouse all the way up,” Louis tells me, barely looking up from his newspaper.

I mean, really! How can I even try to be sexy with a boyfriend like that?
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I hope I haven’t scared you away. Stay, stay! I need you. Don’t let me face my destiny alone. I believe you can help me find the path I need to be on. But first, come with me to work. I’ll take you on my bike. It’s green like me. Let’s visit my workplace together. Buildings as far as the eye can see. One of the largest pharmaceutical companies in Europe. As chemistry students, we all dreamed of working here. And now, here I am, making my parents proud. If you only knew. They brag to anyone willing to listen that their daughter will discover the AIDS vaccine or eradicate world hunger (do we need drugs for that?) when it’s not my field at all. Besides, no one remembers which branch I work in. I’ve heard them say my field’s nanotechnology, but I’m afraid that’s not true! No. In fact, I check other people’s work and try to make them produce more, better, and for less money. I’m a quality engineer and not a Nobel Prize candidate ... for now.

Every morning, my stomach aches when I start locking up my bike in front of my lab. I’m frightened. I have to say hello to everyone, smile, pretend to be at ease at this company, in this life punctuated by a salary at the end of the month. I’m not like them. I press myself close to the walls in the corridors, hoping I won’t meet anyone. I don’t want to shake hands and pretend to be interested in their weekends. I don’t care. At least when work begins, I’m alone in front of my computer. What bothers me most are all the meetings: hearing them talk about nonsense for hours. It’s a contest of who in the group will sound the most intelligent. Do they want Brownie points or something?

“Hi Chantal! How’s it going?” asks one of my many colleagues with more interest than usual.

I’m obliged to answer, “Fine,” even when I feel quite the opposite. I do yoga with Louis, I eat well, I sleep for eight hours, I drink enough water, and I don’t need to remove my makeup since I don’t wear any. So yes, my body’s doing well. Yes, I’ll live longer than you. So yes, I’ll say I’m fine. But I don’t know what happiness is. I’m in survival mode. The days go by and all look the same. I tolerate them.

When I bring up the subject with Louis, he doesn’t listen to me. To him, these are merely the reflections of a spoiled child. I have everything I need to be happy. I should look around me: beggars, migrants, the sick, families torn apart, disappearing polar bears, fish stuffed with plastic. Yes, I eat my fill. Yes, I should be happy. So, I keep quiet. I suck it up. I don’t want to depress you with my negativity. Nor am I at the point of wanting to leave this world. I feel there’s still hope. Well ... probably ...somewhere ... if I look carefully enough. Since I’ve created this life for myself, I should face the consequences.

I enter my office. I’ve just come back from two weeks away, so, when I see my colleagues grouped together, I want to turn on my heel and head for the exit. They’re staring at me insistently. Do I have a stain on my coat? A moustache on my lip from my organic hot chocolate from Guatemala? Diluting it with milk is a challenge every morning.

“Welcome back, Chantal! Come! Sit down and tell us about your vacation, you sly fox.”

Do they really want to hear about Comic-Con​[2]? They’ll think I’m a kid. Besides, they could never imagine me disguised as Princess Zelda because it’s the opposite of my work image. And yet, disguised I was. My outfit looked more like pajamas than a sexy version of the video game character. I had no problem wearing it because I knew no one would recognize me in the United States. Ridicule doesn’t kill, or so they say. Louis is a big fan of superheroes and wanted to go to this event. He also dreams of being someone else and wearing tights, but that’s another story. Before I can say anything, one of my colleagues continues.

“I can’t believe you did that, Chantal! Wow! I didn’t think it was your thing. You seem like such a ... uh ...”

Homebody? Hermit? Bookworm? Scaredy-cat? Is this a riddle? She didn’t dare finish her sentence.

“Uh...” I stammer.

“Nepal for goodness’ sake! Helping people!”

“Show her! Show her! She’s just got back so maybe she hasn’t seen it yet!”

“What are you talking about?” I ask, intimidated by all the craziness around me.

And there they are, watching YouTube. It’s a report on the earthquake that took place in Nepal two days ago. I’d heard about it on the news. You couldn’t miss it. The images flash before my eyes. I see people suffering, crying, looking lost, and, in the background, collapsed buildings, debris, dust ... and then ... her! I never thought I’d see her again. I feel like throwing up. She’s so beautiful, so sure of herself. The reporter asks her several questions. She answers in good English and explains the actions of the association she’s volunteering for. She talks about the tremendous work of the government to find people in the rubble. I’m tearing up. I can’t believe it. I can’t follow the report anymore.

“Oh, Chantal! Sorry. We didn’t realize it would bring back bad memories for you. It must have been tough for you. But you might’ve told us you were going to Nepal. I mean, you interrupted your holidays to go and volunteer!”

I can’t listen to them anymore. I sit down. I can’t breathe. They’re surrounding me like zombies ready to swallow up my moment of notoriety.

I haven’t told many people, but the person on the screen they think is me ... is my sister. It can only be her. I don’t know her. Well, it was a long time ago. We’re alike as two peas in a pod with one difference. She stands up straight and doesn’t carry the burden of the world on her shoulders.

“Chantal, we’re all very proud of what you’ve done. After talking to the big boss, the company’s ready to sponsor your return to Nepal. Perhaps you could take some kind of charity leave.”

Clearly, they’re delirious. They think I’ll go to a country where my biological mother abandoned my sister and me because she once had sex with a stranger. Oh yes. Bad luck. Once is all it takes. Every day I see my origins in the mirror. It’s enough to remind me where I come from.

My company wants to restore its image. The media talk about pharmaceutical firms making money off the backs of developing nations when in fact they’re trying their best by their own means to produce molecules that can save lives. They don’t care about me. They don’t know what it means to me.

“I-I’ll think about it,” I stammer.
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I owe you an explanation. By now, you can probably imagine how I look physically, but I’m quite different. I was adopted. I’ve always known. I lived with my sister at an orphanage in Nepal for two years. I had a painful farewell with her, and my heart was ripped out that day. I can remember it like it was yesterday.

In Nepal back then, people weren’t allowed to adopt two children of the same sex, so we were separated. I was taken in by a foster family at first. I went to France, but she stayed in Nepal. My parents have always tried to track her down for me, but they’ve never found anything. The maternity hospital and the orphanage have both refused to disclose any essential information. My biological father was an important man, probably a diplomat on a business trip who didn’t want his wife to learn about his affair. Actually, I’ve no idea if that’s true, but it’s what I’ve imagined. The name of my biological mother is so common it’s impossible to know what’s become of her.

Truth be told, I’ve never really cared. I had a very fortunate childhood. I was happy with my adoptive family. I was aware that part of me was missing, but I never felt the need to know more. Of course, I became interested in the country and in my origins, but more due to the questions my friends at school asked me than for any other reason. Yes, my eyes are a little slanted, my complexion’s not as white as others, and my hair’s black and fine. Our class photos prove there’s something different about me. It’s quite clear I wasn’t born in the little village of Munster. Yes, my parents wanted a child so badly they crossed borders to come and get me. To rescue me. Yet, in so doing, they ripped me away from the only person who loved me unconditionally: my twin, my other half, my sister who, just like me, had been abandoned. For a while, we’d only been able to rely on each other. We’d slept in the same crib. When one of us cried, the other comforted her with her presence. We can’t underestimate the strength of the bond that exists between twins.

I find it difficult to relate to this, but I’m grateful they removed me from the orphanage and brought me into their lives. They accepted me without knowing me, while my mother rejected me. Why had she let us live nine months in her womb? We were a part of her, and we still are.

At the orphanage, they made every effort to ensure that we orphans weren’t afraid of strangers. White employees also took care of us. Caucasians, sorry. I should be politically correct. To prepare us before we left the country, they spoke languages as diverse as they were.

I have no memory of the day my new parents came to pick me up. I can only see photos in my head—-the ones they took at the time. They were moments of pure happiness for them, but for me, the feeling was quite different: I was being taken away from my only family.

I needed time to adjust to my new situation. A two-year-old is young, but old enough for adoption to leave indelible marks. I missed my sister. I didn’t understand where I was.

My parents wanted me to learn a bit of Nepali and eat momos, something like ravioli. They drowned me in ginger tea, talked about Hinduism and cities with fabulous names like Kathmandu and Bhaktapur, and took me to the zoo to show me animals from my country of origin. As a child, I was afraid of elephants and monkeys. In my nightmares, I saw them running away from me, taking away my sister, who would look at me with tears in her eyes.

All I wanted was to be normal. I wanted to get good grades, eat pancakes, and wear princess dresses. My greatest wish was for people to stop seeing me as a foreigner and let me live and breathe the clean air of the Vosges mountains. I couldn’t understand why they were trying to push me forward, constantly reminding me of who I was. It isn’t obvious to adoptive parents. Mine never felt up to it. They didn’t really know how to go about it. They were told about attachment, and that our first moments together would be crucial for our future relationship. Confidence. Safety. Adopted children who cry must be comforted as quickly as possible. You mustn’t let them scream. They mustn’t believe they’re being abandoned once again. A bad dream. Drawings. Everything was analyzed. My writing at school, my behavior in class toward my classmates ... Not a moment’s respite, everything was dissected. My parents, me, the shrinks.... I just wished for a normal life.

I ended up getting what I wanted. I did everything I could to forget who I’d been. I rejected my past entirely. In Munster Valley, I ate blueberry pie and fromage blanc au kirsch​[3]. I learned classical dance and tennis. I played the piano and went to catechism like all my girlfriends. I built myself a cage, a hideaway. A life in which there were no surprises. A well-defined path I merely needed to follow: study for a bachelor’s degree, finish my education, get a good job, find a boyfriend to take care of me, and, above all, never have children. As if to retreat even more into myself, I devoured books like a true bookworm. Just like Bilbo the Hobbit, one of my favorite Tolkien characters, I’m convinced a vicarious life is much better than a life full of risk and adventure. One of his favorite lines reflects my thoughts exactly: ‘We are plain quiet folk and have no use for adventures. Nasty disturbing uncomfortable things! Make you late for dinner! I can’t think what anybody sees in them.’

To complete my profile, I must confess I also write short stories. Nothing serious. I don’t intend to publish them, but they allow me to escape without leaving home. If you and I get on well, I might even let you read one from time to time, but don’t count on it.

During my unsurprising life, I’ve always needed to be recognized. I’ve wanted to be reassured, and I believed that by getting good grades and not doing anything stupid, people would love me more.

Growing up, I put some distance between Nepal and myself. I didn’t try to find out who I was. My parents chose me. That’s all that mattered. The rest is just a birthplace on a passport. This earthquake, however, has reminded me. It’s difficult to ignore. I can’t avoid newspapers or television. I’d hoped that everyone in my family there would finally die, except for my sister, of course. If they didn’t want me, they weren’t worth living for. I’ve prayed that the country become engulfed, sink into the earth, and get wiped off the map. As a fan of Cartesian science, I’ve never understood the interest in religion. Science comforts me and will never disappoint me. I’ve regretted having such thoughts. My mother probably suffers every day, thinking about the children she didn’t raise. My natural father too, no doubt.

And then, I saw her on the screen. She smiled and all my buried feelings came to the surface. Should I still continue to push them aside?
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My colleagues and my boss are all looking at me, waiting for my reaction. They’re scrutinizing my every move. They must think I’m crazy. I finally speak.

“I, um ... yes, I didn’t tell you. It’s just the way I am. I don’t like to brag. I’m originally from Nepal and my family’s still there. I went to visit them and that’s when it happened. Anyway, I wanted to help. It was all very emotional. You probably don’t realize to what extent. And now I’m going home. I don’t feel very well. Seeing images like those again—”

It sounds so fake. I’m not a very good actress.

“Take a few days. Our proposal still stands. You can go back.”

I walk out of the building feeling lighter for the first time. They really believed it was me. That I’d do that sort of thing. That I’m an exceptional person. Tonight, at home, they’ll be telling their spouses that one of their colleagues is a heroine, that she shortened her vacation to save lives, and that the girl is me. Well, it could be. I wander through the streets of Strasbourg, along the quays, and into the city center. From Place Kléber it’s only a few hundred yards to the train station. Without even realizing it, I find myself on a train to Colmar. I text my mother asking her to pick me up in half an hour. She works with my father at their farm-inn. At this time of day, it’s fairly quiet. The hikers are all out. She should be able to get away easily.

The train’s traveling quickly, and I’m completely lost in thought. When a voice announces our arrival at the station, I flinch. It feels as though I’m somewhere else. I descend the steps of the train and find myself on the platform. I see my mother waiting for me with a big smile on her face. I throw myself into her arms and start crying. I hold her tightly. She tells me she’s here for me, and everything will be fine.

I sit in the passenger seat of her car as it climbs the hill. Turning corner after corner, we advance toward the family home. My father’s standing on the front steps watching her as she parks the vehicle. The bells around the cows’ necks clang and remind me how good I feel in this environment. I run to my father and lay my head on his chest. He strokes my hair and pulls me inside. They both knew this moment would come one day, and that their baby would experience heartbreak for the first time.

“There, there. All men are useless. Louis doesn’t deserve you.”

“Hey! I’m a man so be careful what you say!” Dad jokes. “Chantal, your mother’s right. All men are total losers.”

“You’re probably right, but that’s not why I’m here. And Louis and I are fine.”

“Oh! Uh ... we have nothing against him.”

“Good because I don’t plan on leaving him just yet.”

“What’s going on, Chacha? What’s bothering you, sweetie?”

Chantal, Chacha. That’s what they call me, although my given name’s quite different: Sunita.

I tell them about the news report, my sister, and my boss’s proposal, not without feeling a little guilty. After all, I claimed I was someone else. At no point did I try to set the record straight.

“Chantal, it’s time for you to go there,” my father advises me.

“You never wanted to go with us, but maybe it’s a sign. You’ve discovered the beginning of a trail, so you can explore the rest.”

“The beginning of a trail? I have nothing! All I know is she was volunteering for a humanitarian association and was in Kathmandu two days ago.”

“Well, it’s better than anything we’ve learned over the last few years,” my father whispers to my mother.

I know my parents have always tried to collect information about her. They told me so. When I was little, I wrote a list of all the things I knew about her. Here I am again in my bedroom, rummaging around at the back of a drawer, looking for the box. The one that’s buried under piles of T-shirts that are too small for me. The one I never open because I’m afraid I’ll be disappointed in its contents.

Here’s the famous list:

My sister:

Given name: Roshani

Surname: Sherpa

Date of birth: 25.05.1990

Place of birth: Patan Hospital, Kathmandu

Oldest of us twins

Origin/caste​[4]: Sherpa from the Khumbu region not far from Mount Everest

Address during her first two years: Patan Orphanage, Kathmandu

In the box, I also find my birth bracelet, which is how we knew which hospital we were born in, and our last name: Sherpa. It’s the most common surname in the country, as is the caste. Suffice it to say, this information doesn’t tell us much. A fabric doll embroidered with my sister’s name has also lain in this box over the years. She too experienced sorrow and comforted me thousands of times. And then I entered a phase where I couldn’t look at her anymore. I put her away and haven’t held her for a long time.

My parents wrote a letter to Roshani. If one day she wanted to know where I was and wanted to contact me, she could. The message has been at the orphanage for years. In any case, if Roshani read it and took it with her, no one ever informed us. She’s never tried to contact me either. Sometimes, I wonder if she remembers me. I was born second and am supposedly the weaker of us two. It’s possible she didn’t even suffer from our separation and quickly forgot about me.

My mother enters my bedroom.

“Chacha, listen. We need to see this news report. Your father watches so many detective series and reads so many thrillers he’ll probably notice more details than we would.”

“You want to play at being detectives? There’s nothing to see.”

“Find it on YouTube, and we’ll decide for ourselves,” she replies with a very determined look.

“Why?”

“She’s our family too and you miss her. You need her in your life. With the internet, Twitter, and all that stuff, you could find her.”

“I’ll show you, but don’t expect much.”

My father pulls out his notebook and starts dissecting the video. He jots down all the information that seems important to him and writes up a plan of action.

“Call the organization Roshani works for. It’s called Help International.” In the video, we can see its logo on my sister’s yellow, hi-vis vest. My father’s so proud he noticed this detail.

“Maybe they have her address and will share it with you. Contact the TV channel and the journalist to find out how she met Roshani and if she has her contact details.”

“The area you see on the screen is downtown Kathmandu with its famous temple-filled Durbar Square. Another important piece of information: Roshani speaks English. It’ll be easier to communicate with her. Her hair’s as long as yours. She seems to be just as tall as you. She eats her fill. She volunteered, so she’s a good person. She’s very tanned so she must spend her time either on vacation or outdoors. Unless it’s dust from the rubble.”

“Will you call her association and the TV channel?” I interrupt my father.

“Of course.”

It’s impossible to contact Help International. We try several phone numbers. The lines are all busy. Undeterred, my father continues to make calls from his list. After being put on hold for more than twenty minutes, the first answer he gets is: the TV channel doesn’t disclose this kind of information. It protects its sources and blah, blah, blah. I knew our enquiry wouldn’t help. And the fact that Dad watches all the episodes of Detective Inspector So-and-so on television and knows all his investigative techniques ... what nonsense!



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


•  Chapter 5



[image: image]




I had a bad night. I turned back and forth the entire time. My sister was in danger. I didn’t have a minute to myself. I saved her from the clutches of burglars, from drowning, and I held her back when she was about to fall over a precipice. I’m tired, exhausted, and at the end of my tether. I need rest and want to stay with my parents just to see how the situation evolves. I go downstairs and head to the breakfast room, which is already full of hikers despite the fact that it’s early. My parents are busy making coffee and serving guests. They love their job. It’s a real passion for them. They live in nature, take care of their animals, and have contact with the outside world thanks to tourists. They have a magnificent view of Petit Ballon mountain peak and green hills. I can smell cow dung and freshly cut grass and feel a sense of freedom here far away from my office, which over time feels like prison.

I could’ve chosen a life like theirs. My father’s greatest worry is who will take care of the farm-inn when he’s no longer able to. He gave up on me the day I completed my doctorate and repeats to anyone who’ll listen that his daughter aspires to greater things.

I let my parents work and spread fresh butter on my toast. With a plate in one hand and a cup of coffee in the other, I go to sit at a wooden table in front of the house. I love eating my breakfast outdoors in the fresh air. It helps me see my ideas more clearly. I’m at a turning point in my life. I haven’t been happy for a while. I can’t stand my job anymore. At lunchtime in the canteen, when I’m eating with my colleagues more out of obligation than desire, I sometimes stare at the emergency exit sign. It’s an image of a little guy running away from this place of misfortune to save his skin. I dream of being like him and spinning my legs around without ever looking back. We know what we’re leaving, but we don’t know what we’ll find in front of us. That’s my problem. I’m not a great fan of adventure. Great, yes, adventure, no.

Deep down, I’m convinced I should go to Nepal. Time’s running out. Roshani may not stay long in Kathmandu. My parents are right. I can try to find her on the spot, but my main goal is to find out who I am. I’ll discuss it with them when they’re less busy. I’ll let Louis know. He’s probably surprised he hasn’t heard from me. Still, if he were worried, he’d have tried to reach me. We usually phone each other every night after the eight o’clock news. I pull my cellphone out of my pocket and ask Siri​[5] to call Louis for me.

“Chacha, what’s going on? You weren’t in touch yesterday.”

“I’m at my parents’ house.”

“Are they okay?”

“Yes, yes!”

I can sense you’re already falling asleep. I summarize for Louis the events from the day before. He doesn’t react as I’d hoped he would.

“Come on, Chantal. You’re not going to quit your job just to go there. You went to a lot of trouble to reach this level, and now you want to give everything up just because of a video?”

“I wouldn’t be quitting. I’d be taking charity leave or a sabbatical.”

“They’ll forget all about you at your company. No one’s irreplaceable! Have you considered all the professional risks?”

“Louis, I’m barely keeping my head above water. I’m not happy. I already told you that. There’s something missing in my life and it’s Roshani. We both knew this day would come. My parents were aware of it too. Whatever I decide to do, they’ll support me. So why won’t you? This is what I get for asking you for your opinion.”

“I’d support you if I were convinced of the merits of your plan. For the moment, it’s merely a whim.”

I’m speechless, but to be honest, it’s to be expected. He’s just like me. Rationality is his middle name. I have no words. I’m boiling inside. Doesn’t he believe I’m capable of giving up my quiet life temporarily? What are the risks? One month ... two months ... without work? Nothing’s forcing me to stay put. If I don’t like it, I can always come home.

“Louis, two minutes ago I hadn’t made up my mind. But now you’ve pushed me into making a decision. I’m certainly not an adventurer. I’ve hardly ever been outside France since arriving here. But this is a case of force majeure. I’m not asking you to come with me.”

“That’s lucky! I need to get ready for work. Think about it and we’ll talk again tonight.”

I’m annoyed. I was hoping Louis would say, “Oh, Chantal, that’s a lovely idea. I’ll come with you.” It’s simply because I’m scared. Yes, I’m afraid. I’d like someone to be holding my hand when I find my sister. I’m not used to airports. Packing a suitcase for travel isn’t my forte. I’ve almost never practiced English, except by watching my favorite TV shows, and reading romance novels or scientific articles. I’ll be on my own.

As the late risers go upstairs to get ready in their rooms, my parents clear the tables. I take the opportunity to ask them for their advice. My father explains that the best way for me to get a quick flight to Nepal is to be hired by the humanitarian association my sister works for. Otherwise, it’ll be difficult to enter on a tourist visa. We look at the registration form together on the internet. I’m certainly qualified and have a university education, but my background doesn’t match any of the positions on offer.

“Chacha, we’ll write that you speak Nepali fluently. It’ll increase your chances of being chosen.”

“Okay. They’ll find out soon enough that I don’t though, won’t they?”

“You were born there. They won’t question it. By the time they accept your application, I’m guessing you’ll have a few days.”

“Okay, we’ll need to find me some real skills though. I can at least try to review my paltry knowledge of Nepali before I leave. I can take an intensive course.”

“Have you ever worked for a charity before? Volunteered for anything?”

“You’d know if I had.”

“I can’t write the truth and say that my daughter has limited human skills.”

“Thank you. I appreciate the compliment. We’ll just need to say that I’m one of your weekend employees, am in contact with clients all day, and help disadvantaged children in the suburbs.”

“That’s good. We’ll also say you love sports, are a Cartesian thinker, know how to develop plans, use structured thinking, lead a team of researchers, and can draft reports. Reports, that’s good. Everyone likes reports. Your new passion will be to renovate old houses, and you know your way around masonry.”

“Okay. I’ll let you fill in the form yourself. I sense I have a lot on my plate. Where Nepali language is concerned, I won’t be starting completely from scratch ... but masonry ... that’s a whole different ballgame.”

After a hot shower, I sit outside again. In my bedroom, I found the books my parents had given me as a child. I put them on the wooden table. I leaf through My First Words in Nepali and rediscover Have Fun Learning Nepali. When I left my country, I understood the language. I only needed to stammer a few words and form basic sentences. The language must be buried somewhere in my brain. After that, I had to learn to recognize its writing and read it, forced slightly by my parents. I read the phonetically transcribed names aloud and start remembering the musicality of my roots. I realize I should’ve done this much earlier. A few repressed feelings gradually resurface in me. I remember the day we were separated and the feeling of being torn away. Suddenly, I’m scared. What if Roshani doesn’t want me to come back into her life? She hasn’t needed me for the last few years. What if she pushes me away? I slam my book closed. She can’t have forgotten me. It’s not possible. She’s waiting for me. One way or another, I’ll have to find out.

At lunchtime, I help my parents serve customers. They all order a mountain meal: the traditional dish of the region. The mouth-watering smells of soup, valley pie, and Munster cheese fill my nostrils. The guests are in a good mood and toast with Riesling wine. Once the all-hands-on-deck order is over, we distribute the last pieces of blueberry pie and enjoy our meal too.

“I miss being here.”

“You’re always welcome, Chacha.”

“I want to thank you for your support.”

“You’re very welcome. That’s why we’re here.”

“Why did you choose me? Why did you adopt me?”

“You know we didn’t really choose you. We took what was available.”

My mother nudges my father in the ribs, and all three of us laugh.

“The most important consideration isn’t why we chose you, but why we kept you. And open your ears wide because I’m going to tell you. The rule of fifteen days to return defective goods ... is a utopia! There’s no customer service for whining babies!” he continues with greater intensity.

“What Dad’s trying to tell you is we wouldn’t trade you for anything in the world. You’ve brightened our lives ever since the day we met you.”

“Tears of emotion are flowing down my cheeks,” I recite. “I sweep a hand toward them and leave the room dramatically, twirling my taffeta dress. They see my shadow gradually moving away from them and the fog thickening.”

“How bizarre our daughter is with her lyrical flights of fancy,” my father remarks.

“What she’s trying to tell you in the form of a literary description is that she feels the same way and doesn’t want to show her emotion. That’s how they say it in your novels. Right, Chacha?”

“Here’s the title of a book I should write:  My Mother, Decoder of Feelings. Otherwise, seriously! You know you’re pushing me toward taking a trip that could lead to nothing.”

“Young Padawan​[6], you’ll find the rest your soul needs.”

“My Father, the Geek will be the title of my second bestseller.”

“Don’t make fun of your YodaDad. You need to pack. But first, let your boss know. Your parents will cherish you. Just mention our names in your will in case there’s an avalanche in the Himalayas.”

“Thanks, Dad. I understand your reference, but it’s creepy.”

“Don’t talk to me like that. I’m your father.”

He then reproduces the noise of breathing in a helmet just like Darth Vader in Star Wars. My father’s one of a kind. In Alsace, he’s famous for his very long beard, which reminds people of the magician Gandalf in The Lord of the Rings or the character of Dumbledore in Harry Potter. His nickname’s ‘the bard,’ but that’s probably due to another less glorious reference. He becomes even more eloquent after a few glasses of wine. He sings opera so flat he could wake the dead.

My mother, on the other hand, is a petite woman with a huge heart and full of energy. She sees only the good around her and is sometimes very naive. The number of guests who’ve told her they forgot to bring their wallet can no longer be counted on the fingers of one hand. Her credo is only get upset about things worth getting upset about. She’s reached a high level of resistance to stress. And even after several years of yoga and meditation, I still can’t match it when I’m driving my vintage R5​[7]. Nasty words come out of my mouth when I come across drivers who don’t respect the Highway Code. But I don’t say them very loudly. I wouldn’t want one of those drivers to hear me and ask me to justify my actions. If my father lives in the world of Star Wars, my mother’s universe is more like a Disney film. She wants to protect us from seeing wicked witches, poisoned apples or parents dying at the beginning of a movie.

So how did these two manage to raise a child like me? In their defense, I’ve heard it said that the most important education is given during the first two years of a child’s life, and my first two years weren’t spent with them. However, I find I possess many of their character traits. Just like my mother, for instance, I’m naive and don’t see evil, even when it’s right in front of me. From my father, I have this original side, which isn’t noticeable at the beginning. You need to get to know me first.
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I take advantage of my day off at my parents’ place to recharge my batteries, happily offering my help at the inn, but taking care to keep my distance from the cows that have frightened me ever since my earliest childhood. It helps me to occupy my mind this way, and I’ve had time to think about my trip. I’ve decided to let fate choose for me. If they want me there, I’ll go. If I receive only negative replies to my applications, I’ll stay. To increase my chances of leaving without having to take a vacation, my father fills out applications for me at other associations. He increasingly exaggerates my skills. I’ll have to work even harder on my Nepali, otherwise I’ll be revealed as a liar on my first day there, that’s for sure. In the last résumé, he claims I’m bilingual. What a joke! He tells me nowadays phones have apps that translate instantly, so I won’t need to know the language completely. I’d like to see him in action, waiting for his cellphone to find a network before being able to converse with a Nepali. By the way, did you know Nepali is spoken by about thirty-five million people around the world? I procrastinate on the internet instead of learning my vocabulary lists. After all, a leopard can’t change its spots!

After this day of leave graciously granted by my employer, I go back to work, but don’t really have the heart for it. I tell my boss I’ll accept his offer, but the Nepali NGO will need a few days to organize my visit. My little nose grows a little longer from this shameless lie, but I don’t care.

I quickly return to work mode and catch up on my files. Nobody has looked at them during my absence, despite the instructions I expressly left for my colleagues. Ah well. No surprise there. They’d rather ask me about my upcoming trip than discuss the latest meeting minutes. They’re hungry for details, especially the date I’ll be going. They’re stressed about the extra work they’ll have to do. In fact, I do some of their work because I like it, and I’m more productive than they are. If I did only my own tasks, I’d be bored half the time.

I leave my desk to go to the washroom. I very rarely take pee breaks, but I make it a point of honor to get up every hour and complete my mandatory two hundred and fifty steps. I wouldn’t want my electronic bracelet—sorry, I mean my internet-connected bracelet—to call me to order if I fail to meet my commitments. For the past few days, I’ve been feeling lighter. I don’t walk anymore, I float. I glide through the air to the restroom and push open the door. Two of the cubicles are already occupied so I settle into the third. A couple of my colleagues are in the middle of a discussion and haven’t noticed my presence. In general, girls are used to talking to each other in washroom stalls. It’s like that from a very young age.

Their conversation is riveting. My colleagues know the personal lives of all the employees. I learn that boss A had a date with employee B and I discover with astonishment that Leonora from Accounting is pregnant. Within minutes, I’m up to speed with all the latest gossip. I stay longer than I need to and don’t yet dare leave my lair to wash my hands. I’m hanging onto their every word. And then the subject changes.

“Did you know Chantal was from Nepal?”
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