
  [image: image]


  [image: image]


  [image: image]


  

  

  

  

  


  First published by Soul Rocks Books, 2012

  Soul Rocks Books is an imprint of John Hunt Publishing Ltd., Laurel House, Station Approach,

  Alresford, Hants, SO24 9JH, UK

  office1@o-books.net

  www.o-books.com

  For distributor details and how to order please visit the ‘Ordering’ section on our website.

  Text copyright: Stephanie Sorrell 2010

  ISBN: 978 1 84694 847 3

  All rights reserved. Except for brief quotations in critical articles or reviews, no part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without prior written permission from the publishers.

  The rights of Stephanie Sorrell as author have been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

  A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

  Design: Stuart Davies

  Printed in the UK by CPI Antony Rowe

  Printed in the USA by Offset Paperback Mfrs, Inc

  

  

  

  

  

  


  
    We operate a distinctive and ethical publishing philosophy in all areas of our business, from our global network of authors to production and worldwide distribution.

  


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  


  Disclaimer

  The author does not necessarily share the same views as the feline character, Moo. But as time has passed this is changing.
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  Chapter One

  



  Really, it had all started eight years ago.

  At a time when I should have been convalescing and, perhaps, taking on less work, I made a decision to go on a grueling expedition to the Himalayas. It was one of those things I had always planned to do some time in the future when I was still youngish, but never got around to. What brought the desire fast forward was the diagnosis that the lump that had appeared almost overnight in my neck wasn’t benign as I expected, but a malignant tumor. Not only that, but the cancer was particularly aggressive and was in danger of metastasizing if I hadn’t got shot of it. Although they couldn’t locate any primary cancer, they weren’t taking any chances, especially as cancer existed on both sides of my family history. The constriction in my throat that had drawn my attention to it, was dangerously near the oesophagus and I underwent surgery almost immediately. It all happened so quickly that I didn’t have time to process any feelings around it, and afterwards I was so numb and shattered from the diagnosis and surgery that my emotions still stayed somewhere in the background.

  But then, after being discharged from High Dependency Unit (HDU) where my life had hung in the balance after a respiratory arrest, triggered off by an allergy to some drug, the reality had set in. I felt as though I was encased in concretized fear. Panic attacks plagued me night and morning leaving me awash in cold clammy sweat and my heart pounding hollowly like a kudos drum.

  I had cancer. At the age of 36 I had my first real wake-up call. Longevity wasn’t something I could look upon as my divine right. If I hadn’t had that tumor removed when I did, I could have died. Simple as that. It had been a particularly virulent strain of cancer, the consultant had told me. Like a silent predator it had stalked me down, so diligently and silently, that when it pounced I hardly knew what had hit me.

  Surgery had left more than a superficial cosmetic scar. It had cut deep into the layers of my psyche.

  You see, up until then, I’d enjoyed a sense of omnipotence, despite a glitch in the efficacy of my neurotransmitters. A glitch that had become deeply embedded in the genetic matrix of my family bloodline. Somehow, I had come to terms with the crazy swings of mood from the dizzy ebullient highs to the plummeting down and down into lows that knew no depths and which dangerously framed my bipolar disorder. These hazardous mood swings which could snatch me off that peak of intellectual brilliance and catapult me across the millwheel of suicidal depression, grinding me up into a heap of desiccated dreams, as it had my father. He had successfully committed suicide when I was 12. Now there was a secondary glitch within my genetic framework in the form of malignancy and tumors, which had descended from my mother’s bloodline and claimed her life at the age of 42. Over the years, I had come to accept lithium and the other medley of mood stabilizers, antipsychotics and anti-depressants as vital to my well-being. But that didn’t stop me from being ambivalent towards medication. At worst, it undermined everything I believed and practiced: that we were creatures of free will that had the potential to become autonomous beings. At best, it kept me on an even keel, not descending too low or ascending too high. Medication made me normal but, by the same token, it violated my autonomy. But with this new diagnosis of my body’s fallibility, I realised I was fatally flawed. Time was running out. If I didn’t pick life up by the ‘short and curlies’, then I wouldn’t have any ‘short and curlies’ left after chemotherapy!

  When I planned my trip to the Himalayas it had, momentarily, crossed my mind that, if the worst came to the worst, I could even kill myself there. Once up in the mountains, proper medical care would be several days journey away and a lethal cocktail of drugs would do the trick. But then conscience would creep in and I would think of the other people in my team whose experience of the Himalayas would be forever tarnished by the suicide of one of its members. I should know. I had trained in psychotherapy and my eight year long practise had made me aware of the emotional carnage suicide could leave for others to clean up. One that could last years.

  One of my long-standing clients was still experiencing the emotional fallout of a close friend’s suicide ten years previously. Josie was still wrestling under the weight of guilt feelings, blame, and resentment. My act could traumatize my fellow members for years afterwards. For many, this trek was a one off opportunity of a lifetime. What right had I to ruin other peoples experience? Momentarily, I toyed with the idea of hurling myself off one of the slippery precipices with a 10,000 feet drop on either side. A supposed accident rather than a suicidal act would be more easily digested. But always there would be someone who would carry the blame for the loss of life even though the trekking company’s small print absolved them of death by accident. But I knew blame would sit well with our trek leader, simply because she was female and guilt sat easily with the feminine psyche of our race. Alongside this, another more sobering thought crept in: supposing I didn’t do it properly? I left myself maimed for the rest of my life? Thinking, in fact, didn’t help. I would just back myself into endless corners that I couldn’t find a way out of.

  Yet, my trip to the Himalayas, instead of reinforcing Freud’s death instinct to end everything, gave me new reasons to live. It wasn’t just the stunning beauty of the place, the clear unspoilt panorama of peaks that pierced the skyline; it was the spirit of the place. There was something about the white silence and majesty of the landscape that juxtaposed sharply with the poverty of the towns and villages that nestled precariously amidst the breathless panorama. The dust tracks of Pokhara alongside the dazzling brilliance of its dyes and spices in the market square contrasted with the stunning beauty of Machapuchare, the fishtail mountain that towered majestically above. The bright iridescence of saffron and chili powder in their Hessian sacks would come and go, as would the people, but the rock and glacial beauty would outlive everything here today. Somehow, although I couldn’t articulate it in words, I was part of that too.

  Someone else reinforced my reason to live.

  This was Emmanuella. Emmie for short; a twenty-three-year-old art student who had taken a year out from her degree course to travel and spend the £20,000 legacy her grandfather had left her. Emmie, because of her mixed race parents, one being Swedish, the other Italian, had striking blue, almost turquoise eyes, high cheekbones, and natural olive skin with a leonine mane of golden ringlets that she ran her fingers through when she was describing something from the past. Her eyelashes were long, dark silken fringes. Medium build with nicely rounded proportions, like most women I met, she wasn’t as generous when describing her physical appearance. She was outspoken and direct, but moody too. The most adorable thing about her was her lisp, dimples and the way her nose crinkled when she laughed. When she talked to you it was as if, for her, everyone and everything else in the world had vanished. Whoever she talked to became her world whether they liked it or not. I think most people liked it because she was such a vibrant attractive person to be around. We hit it off fairly quickly and hung out together a lot.

  But two days into our relationship, she began to act very strangely, hedging towards the back of the trekking party instead of steaming ahead as she usually did. But when I offered to fall into step with her, she snapped at me, so I left her, not wanting to jeopardize our budding relationship. I moved forward into the middle of the expedition, glancing back every now and then to look at the dizzying landscape about me, checking out what was going on with Emmie, who was trudging now, head down, scowling at everything. Yet, unable to stop myself, I dropped behind with her again. “Leave me!” she hissed. “I’ll be okay. Oh – you haven’t got anything in your pack to eat, a sweet or fruit or something. I’m starving...”

  “Sure…If that will bring a smile to your face,” I rummaged around in my pocket and brought out the bland chocolate ration we were given which was unlike any chocolate I had ever tasted. Made by some obscure Indian company I was sure that it had well passed its sell-by-date.

  She wolfed it down, muttering, “You just go ahead…I’ll be all right in a sec. Can you tell them to stop somewhere soon? I need to pee.”

  I waved to one of the porters and they motioned to Jodie to make a stop who, in turn, glanced anxiously at her watch. “We’ll have to make it fairly quick, we need to set up camp in the next hour. Tenzing says there’s bad weather ahead.”

  I glanced up at the clear blue skies. “Where?” I responded with naïve arrogance.

  “It might not be visible yet, but its there all right,” Jodie finished, glancing across at the porters. “These natives have a second instinct when it comes to the weather. When Tenzing says there’s going to be a storm, then he means it.”

  “A storm!” Gerry, an older know-it-all at my elbow echoed. “What sort of a storm?”

  Jodie and Tenzing exchanged words and I could see by the Nepalese head sherpa’s body language that he was tense. Unusual for him. Small, wiry with a round face and eyes that looked as if they were always laughing, he was the epitome of a relaxed person.

  “Okay – I’m going.” Emmie called, scuttling off in search of a rock to hide her modesty, while the rest of us waited in tense silence.

  The minutes seemed to drag and several times I looked up nervously at the sky, already imagining that storm clouds were beginning to flank the horizon. Although she hadn’t got far to go and the place where we would be setting camp looked deceptively near, the way to it was steep, full of dangerous precipices that, on either side, pitched down into 8,000 feet drops. I was aware of ambivalent feelings inside me. On one level, I felt a spiralling sense of exhilaration as if a part of me was feeding off the drama of what lay about us and ahead of us. On another level, I felt unease as if something that I couldn’t quite fathom was steadily creeping up on me, ready to pounce. I heard an edgy interchange between Jodie and Tampa and then Jodie looked back at me. “We have to get going now!”

  I read more in her agitated gaze. The ‘now’ said: ‘I can’t allow one person to jeopardize the safety of the whole trekking party. It’s tough… but that’s how it is here…’

  “I’ll go and look for her,” I heard myself say.

  I knew in which direction Emmie had gone and the rest revealed itself in the spiral pattern of her boot tread. I found her behind an overhanging cornice; squatting, fully engrossed in pushing the needle into her arm, her face white with taut concentration. Holy shit! a voice inside me sounded. And then again, holy shit!

  I drew back noiselessly, not wanting her to know that I had seen her, but aware of conflicting emotions raging in me. And I thought, “God, a druggie and a storm brewing in the Himalayas!”

  Besides that, I was aware of a mounting sense of exhilaration inside me at the raw danger we were in. Emotionally, I felt close to the edge of something I had to keep a tight reign on. But now wasn’t the time to deal with what I had witnessed. Edging back behind the invisibility of the rock, I called urgently. “Emmie – there’s a storm brewing, we have to leave now! ”

  “Just coming.”

  Suddenly, she was beside me, pulling down her sleeve, adjusting her jacket and I noticed the tense aura had shifted. The ‘spikiness’ had gone as she hurried to catch me up. We trudged in silence, partly because I didn’t want to stir up emotional stuff by referring to what I had witnessed and mainly because there was a sense that the sky was pressing down upon us. In the rear with Emmie, I could see everyone in front, heads bent forwards, shoulders braced. No words were spoken, and between us, there was a deep focus on the process ahead, which kept the panic in abeyance. In my counseling work, I often came up against this countertransference in my clients when we had swung to close to a black hole in their psyche. Palpably, I experienced it as a steady wall of covert concentration, protecting the fragile emotions from being overwhelmed by any of the three terrors: annihilation, isolation and freedom. There was an indelible lifeline to sanity entrenched deep in the western psyche: ‘keep busy, keep focused’ on the bolt hole whatever that be, but usually it was in the form of work. This was an unstated mantra where the western population slotted inside each other like Russian dolls. Work upon work upon work. In the beginning, the survival mantra underpinned the work one. But, this was no longer so for most people, it was the fear of what lay beyond and outside work, which drove people frenetically, forward and kept their heads down from admiring the views around them like us trekkers.

  Beyond the work drive was a terrifying abyss that kept the majority of the westernized world in shackles. The only agreed ‘escape’ was in the form of long flight holidays. Alcohol infused holidays abounded alongside an abundance of other recreational drugs. For others, it was activity holidays like this. As long as we all kept striving and achieving, that terrifying abyss became subliminal, just resting below the threshold of consciousness. In short, westernized people cannot rest. We were like hamsters on one of those bright plastic treadmills, running on and on until we dropped into a comatose exhaustion. Even ‘spiritual’ holidays were suspect with the overloaded programs of walking and sitting meditation, growth and creativity workshops. ‘Nothingness’ and ‘entropy’ were words that few but the dedicated veterans in Buddhism and Zen could openly embrace. Tasters of which were given in open meditations and open days where people from the ‘outside’ came together within to rekindle a sense of belonging and community rather than any deeper issues. Once this belonging was assuaged, the thoughts surged on…If Emmie beside me was tripping with whatever she was on, I was too on the rarefied air at 13,000 feet. Basically I was high up, feeling high. I checked myself, scanning through my pharmaceutical lifesavers. I’d dropped the lithium with my Psyche’s advice. It didn’t work well with changes in altitude and it was really only any good if there was a third party to monitor my emotional temperament. Experience had shown me again and again that I couldn’t trust myself when it came to monitoring moods and medication. I had tried to compensate for the lithium defect by upping the mood stabilizers, carbemazepine, but that was making me sick and dizzy in the high altitude and I had been forced to drop down on those too.

  “Hey, are you okay?” Emmie was at my side, pulling me back from that internal abyss and I could hear the lightness back in her voice. “You look as if you’re a zillion miles away.”

  I came to and stopped myself from asking what the hell she had been up to behind that rock. “Yeah, I’m fine…but the weather’s not.”

  Squalls of sulfurous snow laden cloud were already obscuring Machapuchare and Annapurna. The narrow path we were negotiating was icy underneath the powdery layer of recently fallen snow. Our boots compounded it, making it more slippery. Instead of moving faster we were in fact moving slower. Jodie and Tenzing shouted at each other and although I couldn’t make sense of the interchange, I could hear the panic behind the sounds.

  With supreme effort, I silenced my thoughts and held down the mounting exuberance. It was like one of those unwound golf balls that we hid in the desk at school. However hard we tried to muffle the bouncing, it kept on, boom…boom…boom…Here, I could at least tamp down the panic, but I couldn’t stop it. We trudged in single file, not stopping, drawing on reserves of energy, which everyone except me, didn’t know we had.

  Then we were up, the porters already ahead of us were putting up the tents, shouting to each other through the first squalls of snow. Only Tenzing was helping one of the others to put up the food tent, but after a period of watching the canvas flapping like some big green monster, they abandoned it and waved us on to a deserted old building which could have been anything from a school, a climber’s hut to even a Hindu chapel. We all gathered inside the windowless rooms, drawing blankets around us while Jodie instructed us what to do.

  “This could be a bit hairy tonight!” she warned. “As long as you follow my instructions you’ll be fine…Right, rule number one,” she indicated soberly with her index finger, “no wandering off on your own. Once the visibility goes, everywhere outside the tent is dangerous. If you have to pee, do it in a bottle or stick your bum out of the tent.” She raised her index finger. “Drink plenty…You’re at high altitude, and your body’s having to work extra hard. You’ll feel tired and slow because of the altitude, so don’t expect any miracles…No taking pictures. And rule three: try not to worry,” she smiled wanly. “Tenzing, myself and all these sherpas have been through this before…Many times…We’ll do the best we can to work for your safety.”

  The sherpas gave a squeal of delight as the wood and leaf kindling caught fire and the welcome smell of wood smoke filled the icy building.

  “At least we can have tea now,” someone cheered and there was an interchange of relieved sounds of agreement. Momentarily, the dark wall of fear eased into the background as everyone stared at the blackened kettle, waiting for the steam to rise and reach as near boiling as the altitude would allow.

  “Right,” Jodie was on her feet, as what passed for tea got handed around in ancient metal beakers. “When you’ve had your drink, get your head down for a couple of hours in the tent and we’ll meet later for supper…But first,” she added as people began to fidget, “you all need to collect a few big stones or rocks to hold the tent down tonight. We don’t have storms here, as much as blizzards…”

  “Blizzards!” several of the female members echoed.

  “Don’t be too alarmed…” came Jodie’s reassurance, “I’ve been caught in several myself – and although I might look older than my twenty one years, I’m still here!”

  That got us all laughing, relieved to find something to centre our anxiety on.

  “Oh,” she added. “And help each other. Out here it’s not every person to themselves…We move as a team. We can only be as strong as our weakest link and that weak link is as strong as we all make it. Okay?”

  “Is there something I can eat?” Emmie called out, unable to conceal a strident edge to her voice. “I’m starving, I can’t wait two hours.”

  “Well – that’s what it’s like up here…There are no fast food places round here,” a trekker, Gerry, whom we called Old-Know-It-All, called out smugly. “The twentieth century hasn’t made it this far.”

  I frowned with concern as I took in Emmie’s blanched face, her skin was wan and clammy, her pupils dilated. “Come on,” she snapped, “get me something to eat, for pity sake!”

  “Are you diabetic?” Jodie asked frowning.

  Emmie nodded.

  “You should have said,” Jodie countered.

  “I know,” Emmie was beginning to tremble. “I thought that I wouldn’t be allowed to come if I said I was…I brought plenty of dried fruit, but I’ve eaten it all.” She sank down, pulling off her gloves and scarf and her shoulders shook. “I’m sorry.”

  “Well there’s no use fretting now,” Jodie said, spontaneously putting an arm round the girl. “Has anyone got anything high in carbs that she can eat? A piece of bread, fruit, banana?”

  Old Know-It-All came forward and held out his chocolate bar which Emmie snatched, tearing off the wrapper shakily and stuffing several pieces in her mouth. Someone else came forward with a couple of boiled sweets. Another presented a Fisherman’s Friend.

  Why hadn’t I picked up on that? Now it all made sense! Her moodiness, her almost starving need to have something to eat. I felt ashamed of myself for jumping to conclusions, for not seeing. Driven by an overwhelming sense of guilt, I collected rocks for everyone and personally made sure the tent Emmie was sharing with a girl from Belgium was held down tightly. While she recovered inside her tent, I stomped about restlessly. Angry with my own self-importance, my judgmental attitude. What if she hadn’t said anything?

  The vicious lash of storm driven snow against my face, taking my breath away, forced me to concentrate on survival issues. Finding rocks and carrying them back was easier said than done. The rocks which might have been visible minutes before, were hidden beneath the driving storm. The effort of walking and breathing at high altitude in the face of the storm was more challenging than I’d realized. I could feel my heart thumping hard to compensate for the decreased oxygen level even though I was barely doing anything.

  Making an effort to absolve myself of guilt, I worked relentlessly to help Emmie with her collection of rocks; packing them hard against the canvas, which was the only protection we had against the blizzard. I collapsed inside, gulping down my ration of water and trying to force myself to stay awake, concentrating hard on my own survival. I had read so many stories where mountaineers in the first stage of hypothermia became sleepy and muddle headed as their body temperature plummeted. Mentally, I ran through the symptoms: drowsiness, confusion, shivering, and shortness of breath. I was moderately clear in my head and I wasn’t shivering and the drowsiness could just as easily be caused by high altitude.

  It seemed that no sooner had I run through the symptoms, Jodie was shaking me awake. “What’s wrong?” I asked blearily.

  “Supper’s ready,” she said.

  “Already?” I squinted at my watch, both shocked and ashamed to find that it was six o’clock in the evening. I had been asleep for two hours. I thought of Emmie. “ Is everyone okay?” I asked.

  “Yeah…Apart from a general reluctance to make it to the food tent, and some nausea, which is perfectly natural at this altitude. That’s why it’s important that we move around, drink and eat.” Although Jodie was shouting, it was still hard to hear what she was saying. “Can I have a word with you. I want to talk about Emmie.”

  “Sure. Is she all right?”

  “The problem is she’s diabetic. If she’d mentioned that before she came, we could have been able to allow for that. My brother’s diabetic so I know a little about the problems that can emerge in extreme conditions. She keeps her insulin at body temperature on a belt round her waist, but if her body temperature drops, that’s not going to help. Insulin is very sensitive to changes in temperature and she’s more susceptible to frost bite, can you watch out for her?”

  “Sure…. What do I look for?”

  “Oh…. confusion, clamminess, irritability, although, at this altitude,” she added grimly, “it’s easy to confuse diabetic symptoms with hypothermia or altitude sickness. The thing is, she might try to hide it from you if she thinks it’s going to jeopardize the expedition. You’ll just have to have your antennae on full alert.”

  Emmie was already in the food tent and she smiled at me wanly, her features tired and strained like everybody else’s. We ate the stew and bread in silence, the usual humor and bravura absent, all of us concerned with the near future and our personal safety. Jodie, looking as tired as the rest of us, did not let any underlying worries show and gave us firm practical advice. “The storm can go on for hours, but with a bit of luck it’ll die out by morning so we can travel. At the worst, if it doesn’t, we have enough food to last us a couple of days…As I said, drink plenty and move around. But…” She raised her index finger, “remember rule number one…Do not wander at all from your tent. This is because the visibility is so poor, you cannot take that risk. Remember there are precipices that plunge straight into 8,000 foot drops.”

  After supper I lost sight of Emmie as I made my way back to the tent. It was hard to see or hear anything clearly in the storm. Concerned for Emmie, I made my way to her tent, but my flashlight just revealed the turned up sleeping bag, a notebook and rucksack. Perhaps she had gone to the toilet, but when I called outside the toilet tent and there was no sign of her, I experienced the first flutter of panic. Supposing she had wandered off, got lost and lay in a diabetic coma somewhere? If I didn’t find her soon, I’d have to notify Jodie – then what? What could we do amidst this storm raging on? Where could we go? What were a few flares amidst the raw galvanic interplay of the elements?

  Stopping by the other tents, I poked my head in and asked if anyone had seen Emmie. The response was negative and I was about to go looking for Jodie when I had a hunch and returned to my own tent.

  A trail of partially covered footsteps with the spiral indentation led up to my tent and, as I pulled back the flap and saw Emmie huddled inside, bending over a book reading, I was surprised at the savage intensity of relief as it swept through me.

  “Here,” I said, handing her my flashlight. “It might be easier to read with this.”

  “Do you mind?” she asked a little nervously. “I just don’t feel safe in my tent. I feel safe with you.”

  “Of course I don’t mind,” I gabbled a little too eagerly. “I’ve been looking for you, I’m glad you’re okay and it’s a lot cozier with two…I mean temperature wise.”

  “That’s what I thought,” she said, relaxing. “I’ll go get my sleeping bag and gear.”

  “No, let me,” I insisted, “I don’t mind. Really.”

  I was gone before she could protest, and my heart seemed lighter and once again I was in touch with that exuberance.

  Then we were sitting in my tent, talking by the flashlight while the storm howled outside. It was sort of surreal, us sitting there, sharing intimate parts of our lives in such close proximity when, a few days ago, we had been strangers. Outside, the blizzard howled and grumbled like some crazed animal. Every now and then, when the wind changed direction and the ‘grumbling animal’ went off to howl somewhere else, the voices of our neighbors reached us. We listened to the drift of words.

  “We only have enough food for three days – and what about that diabetic girl?” A man’s voice reached us, followed by that of a woman. “I’m scared, Victor. I’m too young to die.” There was a silence and then; “You’re not going to die, Annie.”

  “God – it’s serious, isn’t it?” Emmie breathed.

  “Well – you’ve been dicing with death with your diabetes coming up here, that doesn’t help.”

  “I know, I’m sorry.”

  She grinned at my expression. “It’s okay. I’m not on my own, am I? We’ve both been dicing with death, me with my diabetes, you with your bipolar disorder. They’re both serious and life threatening illnesses.”

  “True. How are you feeling in yourself?”

  “I’m not too bad considering. The carbs helped and I checked my blood sugar levels an hour ago. It was 6.4, which is good. What about you?”

  “A bit high, actually.” I admitted.

  We both giggled at the words. “That’s true,” she said, “but I’m high too with you.”

  “I’m a bit too exuberant.”

  “What does that mean for you?”

  “It means I could quite easily go over the edge.”

  She giggled again. “That’s true. Sorry, I’m not laughing at you but at the situation and I’m nervous – what’s going to happen to us, Pete?”

  “D’you mean the blizzard?”

  “Partly…”

  “What else?”

  She paused to run her fingers through her hair and I caught the flash of gold in the light. “Between us – what’s going to happen?”

  “What do you want to happen?” I asked, aware of the charged atmosphere inside. We were sitting so close together that I could feel her breath on my cheek, warm and fragrant with mint and something floral.

  “I don’t know. Nothing – too fast, I guess. What about you?”

  “I’m the same. I don’t want to spoil things. Spoil what we’ve got.”

  She grinned. “Then we’re the same. Are you in a relationship?”

  I shook my head. “Not at the moment. It’s hard to be in a stable relationship with someone with bipolar disorder,” I admitted. “When I’m on a high I become very full of myself – in fact so much so that everyone else gets squeezed out. In my mind I become inviolable, omnipotent.”

  “What about when you’re low?”

  “I get suicidal like my dad. He killed himself.”

  “That doesn’t mean that you will. Like my mum had diabetes and had heart problems, it doesn’t mean I will.”

  The wild animal of the storm returned, ripping at the tent flaps, buffeting the canvas so that it ballooned out, then just as quickly deflated.

  We talked until Emmie was too tired to talk anymore. I watched her slipping into a relaxed sleep despite the storm raging outside. Listening to her even breathing, I gazed down at her before switching off the torch. I was grateful for Emmie’s company then, her body warmth through the sleeping bag. Although I’d been glad at first that, unlike the other trekkers, I had my tent to myself, I knew that being on my own for any length of time with my emotional instability could be dangerous, life threatening even. Thankfully, I remembered to take my mood stabilizers, knowing that if I didn’t I would live to regret it.. Too much exuberance would drive me out to confront the hungry animal, challenging it with my presence because I would believe that I was the stronger of the two of us. And… it was good to have someone to look after.

  By the time I fell asleep, it was the early hours of the morning.

  But when I awoke to light again, it seemed only moments later and it took me a while to get my bearings because of the unearthly silence after the last few hours. I shook my head, wondering if I was still dreaming. But no, here was Emmie asleep beside me, sleeping bag pulled over her head, hair falling in a golden cascade about the duvet. And the light…..It was so bright!

  Was there a moon? Then the skies must be clear. Was this dawn in the Himalayas? I moved carefully, silently towards the entrance, unzipping the inner lining of the tent and peering out through the small opening between the ties stitched into the outer flap. I pulled on my boots and laced them, then pushed my way out into the cold air. It wasn’t dawn. No sun. And the view…

  Peak upon peak stippled the horizon like icing sugar steeples on a Christmas cake. The one directly ahead, I recognized as Annapurna. Just a plume circled it like a smoke ring. The snow must have been soft and powdery because my feet made scarcely a sound as I walked. Surely it would be okay if I took a little wander? The visibility was good and I felt so alive, full of energy. I looked back at the tents, most of the canvases covered in snow so that they looked like a row of pure white hummocks. Was I cold? No.
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