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Chapter One

Dire Straits

◆◆◆

I meandered unhappily into the living room, feeling the weight of a thousand arguments bear down on my shoulders. As I packed my belongings, a severe sense of foreboding was my uncomfortable but familiar companion. My soon-to-be ex-girlfriend was equally unhappy.

Our latest bitter all-night salvo had left a bad taste in my mouth. Harper’s apartment felt oppressed by an atmosphere laden with hostility and sadness.

Having quarreled to the bitter end, retaining our dignity felt like the only thing to be rescued. I had slept for a few hours and felt reasonably calm going into a final confrontation at dawn. Harper hadn’t joined me in our bed since I left her screaming in the kitchen around 3 a.m. The spare room duvet was unruffled, so it was safe to assume she hadn’t slept a wink.

Although I was distraught, I understood why my almost ex-girlfriend felt far worse than me. I was leaving and moving on purposefully. When I saw her sitting on a couch, Harper looked distraught beyond any comparison to our past quarrels.

I took several deep breaths and moved before my girlfriend, knowing she needed to hear and see me explain why I was leaving for us to have any chance of mutual closure. When she spotted me, my girlfriend dragged her tear-stained face out of her hands, looking woefully hopeful.

“Have you changed your mind, William?”

“I’m leaving today, Harper. Surely you can understand why?”

“I know we can figure this out. Please don’t leave me, especially now that I’m pregnant.”

“That’s the point, though, isn’t it, H? Your pregnancy is an impossible nightmare.”

Harper’s mood was dark, matching mine. We’d had a few problematic nights arguing since my fiancee announced her pregnancy. She rose quickly to violence a couple of times, smashing crockery and a wall clock, frequently punching my head, but I didn’t respond in kind.

In rare apologetic moments, Harper blamed raging hormones and a tumult of emotional pain caused by her pregnancy and my announced departure. It was bullshit because she’d been violent toward me before.

On the countless previous occasions when Harper’s red mist descended, blinding her otherwise kind nature, I’d never retaliated. My acceptance of her rage had always been absolute and to the extent that she’d clawed my face and beaten my head unopposed. I was tough, twice my girlfriend’s weight, and much taller, so I wouldn’t lift a finger to fight back, but she hurt me, scarring my heart more than my body.

I felt sorry for Harper because our wedding day was so close, but her pregnancy signaled the end of our union. My heart wrenched because, until recently, I’d believed she and I were the real deal.

I crouched on my haunches near where my girlfriend sat on our expensive leather couch, reminded of when we’d bought it at the nearby Peter Jones department store in Sloane Square during a week-long homemaking flurry.

My heart and hers were broken now that I’d announced my departure and packed my belongings despite her desperate pleas. Breaking the news that this was the end of our road was hard, and the subsequent overnight emotional roller coaster ride had been painful.

It’s time to move on.

I stared at the woman I planned to marry, sobbing her heart out, reminding me of the love I felt for her with all my heart. She wore one of my T-shirts, refusing point-blank to give it up so I could pack it. Her tears pockmarked the lemon cotton fabric, and the garment’s ring-spun neck was pulled, almost ripped, when she tore at it in anger and frustration.

Sadness gripped me because Harper looked desolate and as though nobody cared for her. I still felt a reluctant, almost searingly painful love for my ex-girlfriend, but it couldn’t go on.

Harper’s pregnancy had changed everything. I knew that, but she wanted to continue like nothing had happened.

I felt exhausted, emotionally and physically. My body was severely drained from a lack of sleep, several bouts of vomiting, and the tears I’d shed for days while agonizing over my decision to leave. She stared at me with bloated, baggy, dark eyes that looked sore.

“We can make this right, Will. I’m sure of it.”

“You’re carrying another man’s child, Harper. What could be more wrong between us a month before our wedding?”

“I can’t get rid of it, babe. I won’t do that.”

“I’m not asking you to.”

She’d strayed with other men many times during our two-year courtship, usually spurred by her champagne-swilling asshat friends while enjoying wild, all-girl party nights.

At first, Harper lied about her transgressions, vehemently denying the guys she’d slept with. Her backup strategy kicked in when irrefutable evidence surfaced through Facebook photos or messages published by her so-called friends. A heartfelt apology followed, and then fantastic make-up sex sealed my fate until the next time she cheated.

By the tenth hook-up that I knew of in two years, this one resulted in an unplanned pregnancy, and I realized Harper wouldn’t ever change. She enjoyed the risque lifestyle her friends rejoiced in, playing fast and loose with my feelings.

“You will make a fantastic father, Will.”

“To my child, yes, but I want no part in raising another man’s baby. If I can’t trust and leave you alone for a month while I travel on business, I don’t want any part of you.” 

Over the last year, I’d lost confidence in myself, which was saying something. Six years fighting the Taliban, then a stellar career running a London-based security company, and now, aged thirty-three, I was fucked, work and relationship tired.

I couldn’t blame my girlfriend because each time Harper slept around, I forgave her. My self-respect was floating around the city sewers somewhere along with all the other misfit broken turds.

“I have nothing left to give you, Harper. If I forgive you again and stay here to bring up another man’s child, what next? More kids to other men, more affairs? I’ve already lost my dignity, and that’s too far for me.”

“Lots of people live happily this way. I promise not to cheat on you again.”

How pathetic am I?

“Have as many guys as you want, Harper. Get pregnant, don’t, whatever, but please, just let me go and forget I ever existed.”

I wrestled the signet engagement gold band off my finger and set it on the table before her. She’d slid the commitment band on my finger in a restaurant as part of a quaint proposal when asking to marry me on leap day.

“I won’t give your ring back, Will.”

“Keep both engagement rings because they remind me of the saddest days of my life.”

Fuck, what a stupid tosser I am.

Harper wailed like a baby in a performance repeated hundreds of times before. Her sorrow always tugged at my heartstrings, as it was designed to do, but this time, I felt firm resolve and would leave and never return, if only to retrieve my dignity and make a fresh start, rebuilding my soul.

“I’m sorry, Harper, but I’m done with you. It’s over.”

I lifted the old military rucksack I’d retained from happier days and slung it over my shoulder. I’d packed everything that meant anything in about an hour, surprising me at how little I’d gained of real value over two shitty years.

“Goodbye, Harper.”

“Fuck you, Will.”

I slipped her spare apartment keys onto a side table, then quietly opened and closed an expensive solid mahogany door, strolling to the elevator stack.

I never looked back and felt that might be the best thing I’d done in years. A weight lifted slightly from my heart and mind, knowing I’d made a positive start to the rest of my life.

The duty concierge inside the elevator jolted and blinked, looking at me for help when hysterical screaming from apartment 42b pierced our eardrums, but I just shook my head in absolute dejection, waving the man to press a button.

“Any button will do.”

“Is Miss Harper okay?”

“I don’t care anymore. Call her father and tell him to come check on her because she’ll wreck the place if you don’t.”

“Again?”

“It’s the last time for me. Good luck.”

I strolled along the sidewalk, past a few buskers, tossing my loose change into a hat for one, aiming into a battered brown guitar case for another. I passed Sloane Square tube station, crossed the road, and stepped into Colbert’s, a high-end French Cafe.

Inside, the ambiance and caffeine aroma pleased me, so I took my usual barstool and deposited my rucksack beside it. Colbert’s was empty because it was early, and most people had gone to work.

When she emerged from an office behind the bar, I nodded politely at my friend, the manager, who always smiled back.

“Cappuccino Will?”

“Yes, please, and with a big slurp of caramel, too.”

“Oh, it's been a shit day, then?”

“Yeah, and it’s still only 10 am.”

I leaned on the highly polished, ancient mahogany wood counter, facing rows of liquor and shelves filled with every imaginable shape of drinking glass.

The soothing grinding, chugging, and steam blast from an authentic Italian coffee machine reached my soul as I hung in delightful expectation of my favorite tipple. The aroma of freshly ground beans flared my nostrils as the delightful concoction brewed, meandering through my body like the spring of life.

My eyes wandered around the bar area, seeking a subject, object, or image that might aid my disappearance into a fog of caffeine-infused daydream. I felt hollow but relieved, knowing the real test of my resolve would come tonight and every night after that when I would roll around in a cold, empty bed, bereft of someone warm to love.

I pointed at a montage of photographs and postcards pinned on a corkboard and spread across a bar mirror.

“Claire, who pins all those cards up there?”

“Me, why?”

“Are they places you’ve been?”

“God no, I have neither the time nor money, Will. Those are from friends, mostly people who come here like you. Drifters. They take down the address and send me updates as they travel.”

“Oh, I see. I’m a drifter now, then?”

“The rucksack suggests you are today.”

She nodded to the floor beside my barstool, and I acknowledged that I was a drifter. A man of no fixed abode sat in a coffee bar looking at signposts for other people’s travels. I pointed at a postcard that caught my eye.

“Can I have a look at that one, please?”

An adventurous feeling struck me. The sunny and mountainous locale lifted me out of the doldrums. Night after night of anguish and a final morning of packing and arguing hadn’t landed well on my shoulders.

“That’s the Himalayas, Will.”

“It looks fantastic.”

“Have you been there before?”

“No, but I’ve been to Afghanistan, which is similarly beautiful when nobody is shooting at you.”

Claire slid a brilliant white porcelain bowl filled with enchanting caffeine, cream, and a slug of caramel underneath my bowed head. The love heart sprinkled in cocoa powder expressed her ambition to cheer me up, and two extra amaretto biscuits in the saucer were a generous gift from a genuine, albeit casual friend.

My first sip of caffeine sparked a mood enhancement on an upward tick. The rich, creamy, addictive liquor Claire squeezed after crushing the second most precious bean on the planet lifted me a notch.

I recalled nights of passionate lovemaking with Harper, during which I had discovered, played with, and enjoyed the most precious, sticky bean of all. Then I remembered the bad times, my mood dulled, and I banished my ex-girlfriend to a dusty corner of my mind.

I looked up, smiling at the kind woman who’d served me coffee for two years, heard my confession without dozing off, and commiserated about my poor relationship luck. Claire had never judged me or, to my knowledge, gossiped about me or anyone else.

I stared at the postcard, flipping it over, enjoying its mysterious feel. The snowcapped mountains and a significant religious building in the background plucked my heartstrings.

“Fuck it, Claire, I’m going there.”

“To the Himalayas?”

“Yeah, why not. Maybe I’ll find what I’m looking for or at least rediscover the real Will Harris. Where exactly is this place on the card?”

“It says on the back.”

“Tengboche Monastery. That sounds like the perfect place to start an adventure.”

I flicked open my phone and messaged my travel agent and friend Diane.

Economy class, an open return ticket to Kathmandu leaving soonest, please.

I waited for two blue ticks, then pocketed my phone, confident I’d depart within forty-eight hours. Claire looked flushed and unenthused. It appeared the speed of my decision took her off guard.

“It seems a bit rash, Will. Are you running away from something?”

“Maybe a little, but it can’t be worse than staying here and being a self-pitying asshole.”

“Did you have another fight with Harper?”

“Yeah, it’s terminal this time. I’m moving on.”

I wouldn’t tell her Harper was pregnant because it wasn’t my business now. Gossiping about people never turns out well, and it wasn’t my style. As every minute passed, my feelings about my decision galvanized.

“You’ll be fine once Harper is out of your hair. There are still plenty of reasons to stay here.”

“If I have her chasing me down, I’ll have no hair left.”

I mockingly ran my fingers through thick, curly black hair, then inspected the empty digits as though something had miraculously disappeared. I shrugged, sipped my coffee, and returned her tractor-beam stare, grinning.

“Did Harper cheat again, Will?”

“How do you know?”

“Everyone knows Harper can’t keep her panties on, honey.”

“I blame myself, Claire. The first time she cheated, I should have left. I’ve been the architect of my slide into a pathetic self-inflicted puddle of piss.”

She stared at me with the kind smile of someone who understood betrayal. I watched Claire lift steaming glasses from a dishwasher, dry each off with a thin cloth, inspect them, and then place them on their relevant size and style shelf.  

“I think that assessment is a bit harsh, Will. Nobody wants their relationship to end, and it's an admirable quality in anyone to fight for what they want. People make mistakes.”

“I fought too hard, too long, and ignored too many incidents.”

“You fought for the wrong girl, Will.”

She stared again, wide, innocent-eyed, challenging me to counter her claim, but I knew Claire was right. Harper was the wrong girl for me, but that didn’t mean Miss Right wasn’t out there somewhere.

“If there is a Miss Right for me, I can’t seem to find her. I enjoy being emotionally available and able to expose my vulnerability with a woman, but all it’s got me is an undignified slap in the face and a perception that I am weak.”

“We’re not all like Harper, babe, and you never struck me as weak.”

“I don’t see myself that way, but Harper certainly did.”

My phone vibrated, surprising me. I checked messages, and sure enough, Diane had sent me a perfect itinerary to suit my enthusiasm to leave Dodge.

16:00 today, Heathrow Terminal 5. Can you make it?

I checked my watch, ran through the travel scenario from Sloane Square to Heathrow at this time of the day, and smiled at Claire. Diane had come through, and I was already on my way.

“I’m off, Claire. I’ll see you in a few months. Thanks for all the times you listened to me whine like a baby.”

“You were always a pleasure, Will, and I’m sad to see you go. Please be safe.”

I was surprised when she teared up. Our friendship was much more than I’d realized, and I suddenly felt sad, too. Claire stepped out from behind the counter and hugged me, burying her head on my chest while I stroked her long strawberry-blond hair.

When Claire walked back behind the business side of her counter, I passed napkins over, and she dried her eyes.

“I’ll be back before you know it, Claire. Wish me luck.”

“Good luck, Will.”

I slapped ten pounds on the counter, knowing it was a healthy tip, but Claire deserved that because her gentle spirit had supported me through my recent relationship traumas. She was a proper barista bar manager, handing out therapy that would ordinarily cost two hundred pounds an hour.

As I closed the cafe door, I felt confused when Claire shouted call later and assumed she meant I should stay in touch.

I leaped onto a Circle Line tube train, alighting at main-line Paddington Station. I paused at a bookseller stall and bought a tuna mayo sandwich, a can of Pellegrino sparkling water, and a book, The Course of Love by Alain de Botton. My sister, Ava, had recommended the book, which wasn’t her usual foray into romance, but she suggested it might help me grow emotionally.

Who was I to argue with our family fully qualified psychologist?

I filled my rucksack side pouches with more goodies for the flight from a small convenience store near the Heathrow Express train platform, knowing airport prices were even more exorbitant.

My clothes were hardly appropriate for trekking, but experience told me that second-hand climbing gear shops would be available anywhere there were mountains. I could buy what I needed, wear it for weeks until the fabric wore out or became flea-infested, and then sell everything back, recouping half my cash.

My train was efficient in getting me to my destination but ineffective because it arrived five minutes late. Unless my flight was delayed, I needed to hurry with slim margins for error.

While checking luggage at the automated Terminal Five desks, I peered nervously at the massive LED board notifying security clearing times. A ten-minute queue sign eased my stress levels by a few notches.

Army basic training plagued me.

If you’re on time, you’re already five minutes late, Harris!

One thing I couldn’t deny about military life is limited choices. You either did what you were told or ran around the parade square, cradling a twenty-kilo artillery shell. Being late was a crime; not bringing what you needed with you was a far worse infraction of the rules.

I thought about Harper and wondered if she’d headed off somewhere to draw her sorrows with friends. I hoped not because carrying a baby was not going to go well unless she curtailed drinking. 

“Do you have any hand baggage, please, sir?”

The check-in counter agent ripped me from a daydream, and I shook my head, metaphorically clearing all my thoughts.

“Sorry. Umm… no. I have none at all.”

None was precisely how much of a clue I had about why I carried no hand luggage. I watched my rucksack and flight goodies disappear along an escalator belt before me, cursing my stupidity.

I’m not with it at all. Wake the fuck up, Will.

Security was a breeze because of my aforementioned stupidity and empty hands. I had nothing except a wallet and keys. My scant belongings and long-haul destination attracted quizzical looks from a border force guard. He sent me through the body scan cubicle twice, then waved a wand up and down before my release.

I tackled the concourse pedestrian scrimmage methodically, falling into line, keeping pace and distance from the person in front, and peeling off near my Gate. I was excited and shelved the previous night’s unhappiness because moving forward spurred my life.

I sat at a coffee bar with half an hour to spare, wishing I’d kept the book handy. It might be a problematic flight if my only companions were a sick bag, the inflight shopping magazine, and a series of old B-list movies to watch en route.

I’m on my way.

My first flight, delivering me to a layover in Karachi, was a breeze on a half-empty Boeing 747. I stood at the aircraft’s rear, drinking water while chatting to the cabin crew.

I don’t brag about my looks, but I never have a problem turning heads or getting dates—at least I didn’t before Harper. Confidence is a problem these days; few things are more likely to turn off a woman than a lack of it.

Recently, I was plagued with a feeling that I was a cowering fool, reduced to a lesser man by an overbearing wealthy girlfriend who paraded her former soldier, trophy boyfriend, like a toy. Chelsea and Knightsbridge didn’t appeal to me, although Claire had been an oasis of friendship among some pretty dreadful characters.

I thought about her emotional response to my departure, realizing she must have had few clients as regular as me. Chelsea, and specifically Sloane Square, was crammed with the super-rich or those vying to become so. My friend would undoubtedly miss our grounded conversations.

The cabin crew girls got on a break, sat down nearby, and one-handed me a coffee.

“How long does the cabin crew layover in Karachi last?”

“Two days, why? Would you like to join me in my room?”

I grinned at her humor while the woman’s friends laughed. Three pretty women together while you’re the only guy can often be a handful. I wasn’t remotely interested in forming a new relationship, fuck buddy or otherwise, so I politely excused myself and turned to leave.

The woman who’d teased gripped my arm and hauled me back.

“Sorry, I was joking. Are you okay?”

“Not really. I just wanted to have a conversation, is all.”

“It was only playful banter.”

“It’s fine; please don't worry about it.”

I returned to my seat and sat down, then flicked through the entertainment listings, finding only rubbish. The in-flight magazine was more garbage, so I tossed it onto the seat beside me, cursing myself once more for foolishly checking in my book and snacks.

I was about to give up and close my eyes when the air stewardess, who had joked around, slid into the seat beside me, handing me a plastic glass with ice and lemon and following it with a bottle of sparkling water.

“Peace offering?”

“I was over-sensitive back there. I’m sorry.”

I don’t enjoy being on bad terms with anyone, and the cabin crew women were only having a bit of fun. They didn’t know my sensitivity or that I had been flattened by Harper’s news and our subsequent breakup.

“What’s up? We angels in the sky can fix anything as long as we’re above thirty thousand feet.”

“I’ve just left a shitty relationship.”

“And now you feel sorry for yourself?”

I glanced at her in surprise, smiled wryly, and ticked a box of admiration for her directness. I felt self-pity but considered that part of the healing process.

“Yup, that about sums it up.”

“So, you’re going to climb Everest?”

“You’ve seen my kind before, then?”

“On every flight, at least three passengers are seeking answers to life’s frustrations. You’ll have two days in Karachi, then fly to Kathmandu and end up at Everest Base Camp maybe a month later.”

I laughed, and she did, too. That was a pretty fair description of my rough plan. After a few days of acclimatization and planning in Kathmandu, I would take a bus to one of the village trailheads in the Himalayan foothills.

“I’m Olivia.”

She offered her hand and a beautiful smile, so I shook one and returned the other with the best grin I could muster.

“I’m Will. It’s nice to meet you. I’m not usually a tragic loser, or at least I wasn’t until recently.”

“What’s the relationship tragedy?”

“Pregnant girlfriend.”

“And you don’t want to stick around?”

“Not my baby.”

“Oh my.”

“Yeah, the baby belongs to a guy from another one-night fling. It’s not the first time she cheated.”

It was okay to be honest with this stranger because the chances of her knowing Harper were similar to my odds of winning the lottery. Olivia studied me carefully, and I felt odd about being regarded that way. Her gaze was strangely uplifting, and I wondered whether my reaction to her interest was a sign of my moving on.

It’s too soon.

“It’s too soon, but can we exchange numbers, please, Will?”

My mouth dried a little, so I sipped the water she’d gifted, speculating whether Olivia was playing a cruel joke to share later with friends as a witty anecdote.

“I don’t understand.”

“I’m interested in meeting up again once you find yourself. I’m single, twenty-eight, with a body count of two, and I’d like a decent boyfriend who won’t cheat. Please call if you want me to buy you dinner once you’re ready.”

“You want to date me?”

“Yeah. It might be nice if we had a first date, but only once you’re ready.”

“So you were joking when you invited me to your hotel room.”

“Yeah, but I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings. Had I known you were going through such awful shit, I’d never have joked around.”

Olivia handed me a business card, smiled, then left me and slipped into the darkness of our night flight. I felt excited but baffled.

Did I give off an I’m available vibe?

Karachi was a welcome distraction for two days, taking me out of Harper’s bubble. I’d blocked her number, but predictably, she bought a burner and messaged me dozens of times.

Abuse, threats, and more begging rapidly superseded her desperate pleas. I blocked her twice more, and then, on the fourth burner, I just let the messages stack up.

My parents also sent messages. First, they seemed concerned, then demanded to know where I was, and finally, once my sister, Ava, had pacified them, they expressed support.

She was my rock. As a kid, my older sister, by two years, always looked out for me. She’d married a great guy, and these days, their children were precious to me, providing a constant source of fun and life affirmation when I visited.

After my final tour of Afghanistan, Ava picked up the pieces, holding me close nightly in the spare bed at her home. She soothed my night terrors and salved a guilty conscience for every time I’d pulled the trigger.

Exhuming mass graves was the worst of all and something I blocked out until Ava encouraged me to let it go. Even now, every night when I woke, terrified and sweating, I saw the little girl I’d carried into a temporary morgue standing at the end of my bed, staring at me.

I didn’t want the little girl to leave my dreams because her family were all killed in the war, and I was the only person alive who knew she’d ever existed. Over time, I learned to deal with her presence rather than banish it.

When Ava messaged me, I always read and responded immediately.

I know what happened, and I’m here if needed. Go and find yourself, dear brother, and don’t listen to anyone except the inner voice that told you to leave Harper.


Chapter Two

Friendship - Pleasure, Utility or Virtue?

◆◆◆

My flight to Tributhan Airport, Kathmandu, was turbulent, to say the least. Our old, noisy aircraft vibrated uncomfortably, but everything about the flight gave off an inspirational vibe, signaling my transition into a very different culture.

The languages spoken around me, people’s facial expressions, the clothes they wore, and their general demeanor symbolized that a border had already been crossed when we took off, and something new had begun. I felt like a frontiersman in the Wild West.

Our onboard meal was authentically Nepali, and it smelled and tasted beautiful, infusing the aircraft with a heady aroma. I ate dhal, rice, and chapati of a quality you’d expect from Brick Lane in London at one of the countless Bangladeshi curry emporiums.

Landing inside the city limits after a steep approach descent over a ring of mountains is an adventure, but I’ll confess to a tremendous sense of relief when our rubber hit the tarmac. When people applaud a successful landing, I feel reluctant to use that airline again.

Disembarkation by rickety stairs hastily rolled up to the side of our aircraft was less of a surprise than having to rescue my hold baggage from several six-foot-long, temporarily erected wooden tables beside it.

I paid a baggage handling fee because my choices were limited to parting company with less than one dollar or losing my rucksack. The fact I could see my gear stacked with others nearby felt ironic.

My cycle rickshaw rider was quicker than average, taking pride in outstripping his peers even through crossroads where police officers tending traffic waved him back. I’d guess he was early fifties and fit as a fiddle with ripped leg muscles and the calloused hands of a difficult life.

Dieter, whose tourist name was gifted by a German businessman thirty years ago, floated through deadly hazards as though they were imaginary. His apologetic waves, genuine smiles, and friendly attitude got him through every tight squeeze and heart-stopping moment.

As he freewheeled down a relatively empty road, my rider swung around to face me while maintaining an unerring course straight ahead. His expression was serious and contemplative, like that of a Buddhist monk seated in a lotus position inside a temple at dawn.

“Dieter is Will’s friend now.”

He nodded vigorously, expressing genuine and gentle emotion. Touching his heart with his right hand while steering forward with the other, he nodded vigorously. We were speeding up, and I saw a crossroads several hundred meters ahead. The traffic looked busy, and I felt nervous.

“Please watch where you’re going, Dieter.”

“Dieter knows where he is going, please don’t worry. Will doesn’t know, though, right?”

“I’m going to Tengboche, Dieter.”

“The monastery is where everything begins, Will; where will you go after that?”

“I don’t know.”

“Hah! You see?”

Panic struck me when our rickshaw hammered through a busy junction while Dieter stared at me, smiling like a friendly maniac. I was stunned when we slipped through the traffic, missing the bumpers of cars going in every direction by mere inches.

His furrowed brow, tilted head, and down-curled smile expressed his disappointment that I hadn’t trusted him.

“Do you see Will? We are fine. Doubt causes chaos, and you must rid yourself of that before you begin the walk to Everest.”

“Yes, b-b-but.”

“Dieter is right, my friend. You don’t know where you’re going. Our friendship is important. Do you realize that?”

I felt overwhelmed at how heartily the older man had engaged me. Somehow, he’d bestowed a friendship, making me choose whether his gesture was mutual or futile.

“Yes, Dieter, our friendship is important to me, too.”

I wasn’t sure I was sincere, but no matter my mood, it couldn’t rock his enthusiasm. It was too soon for me to invest in friendships because I was broken and not worthy or able to manage them.

“You’ll call me if you need help, right Will?”

“Yes, I shall.”

“It’s important, Will. Promise me.”

“I promise.”

He pressed a grubby business card, curled at the edges, into the palm of my hand, beaming as though it sealed our friendship forever. His verve gripped me, and I found myself liking the older man immensely despite our short, somewhat frantic time together.

When we arrived at Zostel Kathmandu, a popular, clean, and inexpensive backpackers’ hostel, Dieter refused a tip, clasping his hands together and bowing slightly.

“We’re friends, Will. It means something to me, and I hope it will feel the same to you someday.”

I waved goodbye, pleased when he turned at the end of the road, paused, and looked back at me, waving vigorously.

The hostel owner assigned me a room on the top floor, proudly expressing its quality and stressing that I was the only guest with an ensuite. With my gear stowed, I joined others on a similar journey at the open-front cafe outside that was run by the hostel owner.

The wooden shack cafe was expertly assembled from old wooden pallets. However, benches and large tables inside the clean room were not splinter-proof, something management stressed verbally and with around thirty signs pinned to beams and walls.

The cafe was lit using an old military lighting kit which comprised a long electric cable with pin bulbs screwed on randomly. A small whisper generator nearby powered the whole place.

Bottled Gorkha Beer was refrigerated, but I declined, having chosen a temporary break from alcohol until I was in a better frame of mind.

There was no kitchen, but the menu was voluminous, comprising dishes available at restaurants within a half-mile radius. It was quite a selection, and I admired his low-investment business model.

Feeling generally insecure, I chose comfort food, in this case, a plate of fried rice, potato, and spinach. Once ordered, I watched a nearby cycle rickshaw disappear into the darkness at a rapid rate of knots.

I chose the community table, imagining that if I sat alone, I’d become a conversation starter for those I’d shunned. Backpacker lodges offer enormous opportunities to meet, share knowledge, and have a laugh—exactly what I was looking for.

A girl sitting beside me made some observations, studying me for a few minutes before probing.

“Hi. Where are you from?”

“UK. I’m Will.”

“USA, I’m Jessica, but, as you can probably guess, most people call me Jess.”

“Hi.”

I felt embarrassed and as though I shouldn’t be there. Imposter syndrome is a thing for me. It wasn’t a problem before Harper, but after so many rows, insults, and insecurities, I frequently questioned my place in the world.

It was hardly surprising that I still reeled from her awful behavior.

“Why are you here, Will?”

I stared at Jessica, terrified, mostly because six other people sharing our table fell silent, examining me while waiting for an answer. I was under the microscope with strangers more invested in my life than my ex-girlfriend.

“Fuck, this is a hell of a community table. I feel like I am in therapy.”

“It takes a mountain to fix a man, right? If the accent didn’t give me away, I’m Gert, Germany.”

“Will, UK.”

“I heard. We’re all nosey bastards here, and you’re our new fascination, so cough it up, friend. In ten minutes, nobody will give a shit about you, and we’ll have moved on to our next victim.”

“I’m trying to get someone out of my hair.”

Jessica leaned over and rifled her fingers gently through my hair.

“It doesn’t look like they tagged along. Girl? Boy? Damage level?”

“Girl, the damage is all my fault for letting it happen.”

A woman sitting at the end of the community table leaned forward. I instantly disliked her, and it seemed that sentiment was shared. Her face was contorted with sarcasm and bitterness.

“Ah, classic tragedy tale. Boy meets girl. Boy can’t handle girl, then runs away.”

Trolling behavior and its potential retaliatory strike serve no purpose and usually ends badly for everyone. I never indulge in it. Why have enemies when you can have friends?

I smiled politely and explained as simply as I could.

“We were about a month from getting married when Harper told me she was pregnant to another guy.”

My comment wasn’t intended as a put-down, but, unfortunately, it had that effect. Whoever she was, the woman stood up, scowled, growled, and stormed off. The rest of the table group said nothing, so I felt glad when my food delivery rickshaw skidded sideways up to the cafe front, interrupting our toxic pause.

A polite young rider hopped off, ran inside, and slid my plate of food onto the table with a flourish and a big smile.

My simple dinner cost less than a dollar and tasted great, so I tucked in while my new best friends listened to my life story. I didn’t mention my career in the military because it elicits all kinds of responses, some good, others not so much, but invariably, the conversation ends up discussing combat.

The problem with other people’s fascination with my combat experience is that, when they go to bed, all is forgotten to them. I only wish it were the same for me.

We laughed and joked for a few hours until the mosquitoes became too much of a nuisance. I learned a great deal about Jessica, who seemed similarly broken and on her way up to Everest Base Camp, looking for a fresh start. The others were going home early the following day, having been to Gokyo, near Everest base camp, having broken the 20,000-foot altitude barrier that so many yearn for.

My night’s sleep was awful because my room was invaded by all the mosquitoes that hadn’t already chewed me outside. Squadrons of the little biters dive-bombed me, buzzing my ears all night. I vowed to get some repellent and bite cream the next day.

In the morning, I squeezed a tepid shower from the plumbing, dancing around in the plastic tray using twelve limescale-free jets amid dozens more blocked. Once I dressed and dropped laundry at the front desk, Jessica summoned me to the lodge breakfast room with a shout.

“Fucking hell, Will, you look as though something has eaten your face.”

“Is it that bad?”

“Here, take some cream before I throw up the shit eggs I just ate.”

“Charming girl, aren’t you?”

I chuckled while slapping copious fingers full of cream she’d gifted, blissfully satisfied by almost instant pain relief.

“Are the eggs terrible?”

“Bland, unrepentant, and cold.”

“Would you like the chicken to apologize? I’m sure the eggs can’t.”

Jessica giggled, and I sat down, returning her cream before waving at the lodge owner to place my order.

“Toast and pulled tea, please.”

“Good choice, Will.”

Jessica nodded her approval, and I smiled back. Then came a mildly awkward silence, which I used to study a woman roughly my age.

She tried hard to obscure her beauty with unkempt, long, jet-black hair, clothes two sizes too big, and no make-up. Jessica slouched deliberately, reducing her height from five feet nine inches. I wondered what might have stolen her pride or made her want to fade away.

“Just give me a minute, please, Jess.”

I noticed a convenience kiosk opposite our seating area, about ten meters away, with a stack of postcards dangling from its window frame.

I crossed the rickshaw lane and selected a postcard of Everest, cursing my lack of originality once I’d paid the one dollar for it.

“That’s original.”

“I told myself the same thing and knew you would, too. You’re too late; I’ve already punished myself.”

“Do you punish yourself a lot?”

“What, physically or emotionally?”

“Has anyone mentioned you have a great sense of humor, Will?”

“Not really.”

“Then don’t try to be a comedian.”

“Well, okay… yes, I do punish myself far too much.”

“Self-loathing is an awful affliction. Are you self-pitying too?”

“Jesus, Jess, you are quite brutal when getting to the nub of an issue.”

“You don’t have to answer me.”

“I won’t.”

We settled into a semi-comfortable silence while I munched on toast, drank my tea, and scribbled a note on the postcard.

Hi Claire,

I arrived in Kathmandu safely, but I’ve been eaten by mosquitoes. I thought a lot about things back home, and I feel this is the right place for me to be. I hope Harper ha-.

“Look, I’m sorry, call me intrusive, but I gotta ask. Does this Claire woman give a shit about Harper?”

“Umm, no.”

Jessica swiveled her eyes so hard that it amazed me they didn’t fall out and roll around the wooden floor.

“Then stop moaning about her. It seems you got lucky and discovered what your fiancee was like just in time.”

“Do you always give your opinion when it’s not asked for?”

She weighed up my question, curling her smile downwards, shaking, and then nodding.

“It is one point about me that people say irritates them. I’m too opinionated, but I mean no harm.”

She seemed contrite, but more importantly, I felt Jessica was being authentic.

“I’ll forgive you.”

“Because I’m right?”

“No, because you gave me cream for my bites, and everyone else has gone home.”

I strolled back to the kiosk and made a better postcard selection of a woman with her two kids dressed in traditional Nepali clothes, standing outside a beautiful lodge somewhere called Namche Bazaar.

“That’s a better one, now, don’t fuck it up by writing drivel.”

“I’m glad you approve.”

“We’ll be passing by that town on the way.”

“We?”

She lifted a leg and crossed it over the wooden bench seat to face me squarely. I found Jess amusing because she had attitude, but underneath the sarcasm was a soft kindness.

“Look, buddy. You couldn’t protect yourself from a tiny insect last night, so you need me, okay? Are we clear?”

“Yes, we are.”

I didn’t mention my career in the UK’s special forces because last night’s schoolboy error would attract more ridicule than I could bear.

“Is this how you acquire friends, Jess?”

“Are we friends now?”

“I’d hate to be your enemy.”

“A nice guy like you never would be my enemy. Shouldn’t you get that card written out?”

“Yeah.”

Hi Claire,

I arrived safely and am already feeling better. I think you’d love it here, especially the nosey asshole sitting on my shoulder reading what I’m writing on this postcard.

Your friend, Will.

“That’s it; now, my advice is to snap the front and rear of the card, message it immediately, and then post it. That’ll give her a double hit.”

“Are you a tour guide?”

“No, but I’m probably going to be your fucking babysitter. Now, let’s get to the bazaar and buy you some gear. You look like a man dressed by a woman to resemble her favorite guy toy.”

“That’s precisely what I am.”

Jess grew on me despite her brusque exterior. Her brash and confident disposition was contagious, but her appearance totally understated the woman’s outward-going character, confusing me.

I wondered what had broken her.

I secured everything I needed for less than two hundred dollars. It was all secondhand gear, but three pairs of Craghopper slacks, ten T-shirts, and three collared long-sleeve North Face cotton shirts would be fine.

I picked up a pair of Mammut boots that the shop owner said were used by someone for a few days, who then gave up and went home. Despite the potential for bad karma, after inspecting the hardly worn tread, I paid fifty bucks and wore them immediately.

My rucksack was acceptable to Jessica after a brief inspection of its waterproof lining and seam stitching, but she tossed the contents to one side to be locked up in safe keep at the lodge.

“We’ll buy sleeping bags directly from a launderette tomorrow and cold weather gear once we hit Namche Bazaar in a couple of weeks.”

“I’m going to Tengboche Monastery.”

“Yeah, me too, and then we’re going to Everest Base camp.”

I almost fell off the bench seat laughing at her matter-of-fact, pushy nature.

“Friends hiking on a life journey, then?”

“No. Our cover will be boyfriend and girlfriend. We’ll share a tent but no intimacy.”

I was beginning to learn Jessica’s ‘tells,’ and this one, a flickering corner eyelash, showed some fear. I saw it in her face, too, and it was enough to make me back off gently. There was plenty of time and a long trail to get to know each other. Tent buddies with no sex suited me perfectly.

“Your feet don’t smell, do they, Jess?”

“Not as much as your farts, I’m sure.”

We dined together at the Lodge Shack Cafe. This time, I risked a chicken curry with pilau rice. The condiments alone were delicious, but what I enjoyed most was when Jess pushed her plate closer to mine.

“You’re welcome to share and taste mine if you’d like.”

“Thanks, Jess. You’re a bit of an enigma.”

“Please don’t ask me to unpack that, Will.”

“Oh, don’t worry, I won’t because I’m sure you’d bore me to tears.”

“That’s better. You learn fast.”

I noticed her fingers tremble when she thought I might pry. In twenty-four hours, I’d acquired a friend and one I was determined to protect. She wasn’t to know my experience in the mountains was at least equivalent to a high-altitude climber, and I didn’t need to tell her. The fact she looked out for me warmed my heart.

My phone buzzed, and I slipped it from my pocket. It was Claire, and she’d messaged a selfie with some text attached.

Hi Will,

Do you remember me? I’m glad you are doing well and have found a friend. Nothing much has changed here. Have a great adventure, and please stay in touch.

Claire. xxx

“She’s beautiful.”

“Yes, she’s been a great friend.”

“Just a friend?”

“Yeah, like you, but not as intrusive.”

“You should be more careful with your friend's feelings, Will, or you’ll lose them.”

She gave me a knowing look while standing to leave. I could tell her demeanor had changed, but I had no clue why.

“The bus to Jiri leaves at 10 am, which gives us two hours to get everything else. Shall we reconvene here at 7 am?”

“Okay, goodnight, Jess.”

Did she mean her or Claire?

I was reeling a bit from Jess’s comment. She went from sarcasm to seriousness far too quickly for me to follow. What I said in jest hadn’t been received that way.

Maybe I’m not being authentic.

I hadn’t fathomed out why such a beautiful woman strove so hard to hide her best features. When we’d tried on clothes at the second-hand hiking store earlier, she’d inadvertently picked her correct size.

I saw Jess in a mirror, and her figure was stunning.

I drank the dregs of my tea because it was time for bed. Jiri was a long, bumpy bus ride away and the start of a hiking trail up to where my life would begin.

With coils of death burning for my airborne assassins, a light spray of deet over my body, and a plug-in insect killer, I slept well. The shower was more accessible now I knew to tap its head a few times with a metal spoon and rub my thumb across the tiny rubber protectors on each jet, clearing limescale. It was another helpful tip from Jess.

I ate porridge for breakfast, noting that Jess ordered the same thing when she arrived almost on time. She kissed the top of my head gently before she sat down.

“You’re a strange woman, Jess.”

“You’ve been dwelling on what I said about friends Will.”

“A little, yeah.”

“I was a psychology major at university and practiced that for a while until I got married.”

You’re married.

“What did you learn?”

“In psychology or through marriage?”

“About friendship.”

She glanced at me gently, and I knew immediately that we would be in one another’s lives forever.

“You learn fast, Will. For that, I’ll share what I know. Aristotle resonates most of all with me. He said there are three friendships. Pleasure, utility, and virtue. I recommend you study them, Will.”

I stood up, collected our dishes, stacking them at the service counter while Jessica picked up our rucksacks and met me on the street outside.

We stared at each other, then at the road in front. I smiled, and she chuckled.

“Come on, Will, let's find our salvation together.”


Chapter Three

Tun Pish Pish Cakes and Not So Broken People

◆◆◆

Jess wanted to run an errand, so she passed me the laundrette address, and I set off to buy our sleeping bags. Despite her instruction to spend less than a hundred bucks on a three-season bag for her, I purchased two five-season bags, knowing that temperatures as high as we intended to hike might sink below -10C.

We’d agreed to rendezvous at a cafe popular with backpackers. I arrived first and waited to order, nodding politely at fellow hikers all champing at the bit to get going.

When Jess walked through the cafe door, her face was ashen grey, and she seemed badly shaken. I got up and helped her to the seat opposite me, then ordered two pulled teas, hers with extra sugar, and waited for an explanation.

“Thank you, Will.”

“No worries. We have plenty of time.”

“Was a hundred bucks enough for the bag?”

“Yeah, and they’re almost new. The store owner said that many people arrive here, trek a few days, then leave.”

Our teas arrived, and she quickly downed hers, so I slid mine across the table and ordered another. I wouldn’t push for an explanation, knowing Jess needed to open up in her own time. She smiled and looked relieved. I saw tears welling in her eyes and the haunted look of a woman in deep trouble. I tried extending our conversation.

“Before they leave, hikers sell expensive gear for next to nothing to fill suitcases with gimmicks.”

She stared through me for a moment, then began sobbing uncontrollably, face planting into her hands to mask emotion, hide tears, and stifle her crying.

“Are you okay, Jess?”

“Don’t ask Will, please.”

“You don’t need to say anything, Jess, but if I can help, please tell me how.”

“I will.”

“Promise?”

“I promise.”

I reached over the table, stroking Jess’s hair until she was ready to sit upright again. Then, she reached into her rucksack, pulled out a small packet of tissues, excused herself, and went to the toilet.

She seemed severely traumatized, but even though I’d known Jess for less than forty-eight hours, I realized she’d give nothing away when pressured.

When Jess returned, I ordered more tea, which we sipped while chatting about our route. After an hour, she looked in better shape, so we loaded up one rickshaw with our gear and jumped into a second, finally on our way.

At the bus station, I went inside the red brick, corrugated steel roofed terminal building to buy our tickets while Jess sat on our gear at our empty bus parking bay.

We’d pooled some money for food, tickets, and sundries. Jess insisted I take care of our mutual fund because she didn’t want the responsibility. Her confidence in me buoyed my self-esteem. I felt stronger, as though the old Will Harris was making a comeback. I still felt awful about Harper, but having lost contact with her, the bad memories had begun to fade.

On my way back to the terminal exit, I heard screaming outside and broke into a run. My worst fears were realized when I saw Jess on the floor being dragged by the hair and kicked by a man who wasn’t local. I sprinted fifty meters to them, but her assailant saw me and fled, leaving me with the dilemma of chasing him or checking on my friend.

“Are you okay, Jess?”

I knelt on the floor, not moving her until sure she was okay. She’d adopted the fetal position and was shaking, terrified, crying, and with a scrape on her cheek.

“I-I-I’m o-ok-kkk-okay.”

Jess sobbed like a baby, so I lay on the floor beside her, hugging the terrified woman who seemed more like a frightened child than the lioness I knew and had grown accustomed to.

A sympathetic crowd formed around us, and a thoughtful man laid his jacket underneath Jess’s head. Everyone offered kindhearted wishes in Nepali, hanging around in case they could help.

After ten minutes, Jess stood up with help from me, and a round of applause brought out a smile and wave from her, and she thanked them.

“Shall we return to the lodge for a couple of days?”

“You don’t get rid of me that easily, Will.”

Our bus slid into the bay alongside us, and a melee ensued, rescuing Jess from further interrogation.

The road to Jiri is part tarmac, part something from another planet. The bus’s lack of suspension had a jarring effect on Jess, who lay across our inch-thick foam-covered bench seat on my sleeping bag, using my lap as her pillow.

She seemed to have recovered but wasn’t talking much. I didn’t press for details, but I knew the guy beating her wasn’t an opportunist. He was a westerner and must be known to her, but now wasn’t the time to pry because Jess needed a friend.

As the bus jerked uncomfortably, veering occasionally to avoid pedestrians, we were tossed around.

“You haven’t got a hard-on yet, which I’m impressed about, Will.”

“Do you mean ever or just on this bus ride?”

“I see you’ve turned a corner in your delivery of humor. How long have we got left until we reach Jiri?”

“I think three hours more.”

It was around one hundred and ninety kilometers from Kathmandu to the bazaar town called the Gateway to Everest. The road surface, other drivers, our aging bus, and a menagerie ranging from chickens to elephants conspired to slow us down.

I estimated our journey would take eight to nine hours, including rest stops. Our luggage was stowed underneath the seat, where I could keep a keen eye on it, while others opted to put theirs on the roof, where more adventurous passengers rode.

The climate and scenery changed immensely throughout our journey. Paddy fields gave way to lush forests, hills, and finally mountains as we approached the nearly two thousand-meter bazaar town of Jiri, where our hike would begin.

Crowds gathered around our bus when we arrived, and the driver slowed to a crawl so they could run alongside for the last hundred meters. People jumped to windows, looking for loved ones with beaming smiles and love writ large on beautiful faces.

“Phinju Sherpa?”

“Yes, Sir, that’s me.”

I knew it was our guide because he held a cardboard sign high with our names on it while standing back from the ensuing fray when our driver finally halted. I’d spotted him even before the bus stopped.

Jiri felt chilly and looked like Switzerland, surprising me. We’d stopped on the outskirts of town in a lush green valley with clusters of tents arranged neatly. Phinju held both of our hands, walking us to a small encampment that I assumed was his.

Jess tried hard to lift her spirits, but I knew she needed rest. She nodded at our guide, whom she had arranged.

“Phinju comes highly recommended by friends of mine back home in the USA.”

“You don’t look well, Jess. Let’s sit down.”

Several two-man tents were pitched in a semicircle around a small marquee that served as a mess tent for dining and congregating. I sat Jess down on a wooden bench inside, popped open a bottle of water, and handed her two Imodium.

“How did you know?”

“I’ve seen enough Delhi belly in my life to know raging stomach cramps when I see them.”

“Thanks, Will.”

Jess looked miserable, which was hardly surprising given her beating and the ride here. She’d also picked up a bug, most likely from accidentally drinking non-potable shower water in Kathmandu. Our bus ride hammered my new best friend, and now she needed a good night’s sleep.

We hung around the mess tent while Phinju stowed our gear and assigned us sleeping quarters. A family of four, comprising two parents and their adult kids, would travel with us to Namche Bazar, after which we’d be alone with Phinju and his team for the rest of the way.

My original destination was Tengboche, a few kilometers past Namche Bazar and on the trail Jessica needed for Everest Base Camp. I’d already decided to accompany her, partly because I enjoyed her warmth and companionship, but I was also worried about my newest friend.

I laid our bags in the tent so we slept head to toe, but Jess rearranged it.

“How can we talk at night if I stare at your feet?”

“I just, well… I don’t know. Look, Jess, just one thing. I’d feel more comfortable if you wake me up when you go to the toilet or need fresh air.”

“Why?”

Her expression grew irritable. I thought it was because she didn’t like to feel vulnerable. I didn’t think of her in that way, but I wasn’t going to back down. I needed a reason that would appeal to or at least appease her.

“Because I’m scared in the tent on my own. Can you do this for me, please?”

She cracked a smile. I didn’t think for a moment I’d fooled Jess, but at least we’d avoided the elephant in the tent.

“Okay, if I must.”

We both passed on dinner, Jess because she couldn’t handle it, and me out of sympathy for her.

“Do you have data on your phone, Will?”

“Yeah. Do you want a tether?”

“Yes, please.”

I left Jess alone to undress and crawl into her bag while I shopped for a few chocolate bars that would become a rare treat in a few days. A nearby kiosk sold postcards, so I selected ten to ensure I had plenty for the route, knowing everything became more expensive the higher you got.

I sat alone in our semi-dark mess tent writing postcards until Phinju brought a hurricane lamp and hung it above my head. He seemed omnipresent and could predict everyone’s needs before they had one.

I wrote to my parents and Ava before staring blankly at my card for Claire. I’d picked it especially because I knew the bright colors of flags lining a mountain ridge would appeal to her.

I’d become used to decanting my troubles to Claire. I probably would still be doing that now if Jess hadn’t jerked me out of that terrible habit with sharper words than I was used to, but not less than I deserved.

Hi Claire,

Thank you.

I never realized how well you listened and how much whining I did. I hope you are well and that business is good. Our trek starts tomorrow, and I expect to be at the monastery in eight or nine days, taking things easy along the way. You’ve inspired me, and I owe you a great deal.

Sincerely, your friend, Will.

I strolled back to the kiosk and handed over a few dollars and my cards, hoping they’d all arrive soon. Having left my phone in the tent with Jess, I couldn’t photograph Claire’s card, which felt emotional.

“Are you decent?”

“Always.”

I stuck my head inside our tent, where Jess had lit our space with an electric lantern. She was scanning a book on her e-reader.

I got into my sleeping bag and stripped inside, down to my boxer shorts, folding and stacking everything neatly while she observed me. My final act was to whip my underpants and socks off and slip them into a large bin liner, stacking that to one side.

I saw her observing quizzically when I brought out a pair of fresh shorts and set them on top of my stack of clothes.

“It’s in case you leave me through the night, and I get scared. I’ll whip those on and run to find you.”

Jess chuckled, and for once, I saw her guard drop.

“You’ve done that before.”

“Yeah. Don’t ask.”

She laughed heartily and nudged me solidly in the ribs. I feigned injury, and she laughed even more.

The night passed peacefully, although light rain and low, dark clouds in the morning made 6C feel colder and more miserable than it should. I showered in a dilapidated ablution block provided for the whole campsite, discreetly guarding Jess’s cubicle while she was inside.

Once dressed and packed, I left Jess to her admin and joined our guide in the mess tent for overpowering coffee.

“Get used to eggs and tuna pish pish-cakes, boss.”

“Why’s that, Phinju?”

“After Khumjung, we have porters and yak. Tuna and potatoes are easy to carry. Nothing is fresh up there except eggs.”

“If you have eggs, what about chickens?”

“Can’t eat the chickens, or we will have no eggs.”

I guessed the combination of eggs, potatoes, and canned tuna would provide an optimum mix of protein and carbohydrates for the few weeks we’d have to endure it.

When Jess surfaced and stumbled ten meters from our tent to the mess, I nodded to Phinju for a coffee and dry toast. She’d argue but eventually acquiesce when our trusty sherpa refused to take us until she ate something. He and I agreed on the strategy for her own sake.

My phone vibrated, and Jess slung her leg over the bench to sit sideways onto me, leaning over my shoulder, making it clear that my messages were hers too now.

It was Claire, so I turned away, but Jess followed, resting against my back, burying her chin on my shoulder and looking down my chest to the phone.

Hey Will. I love the card which arrived last night. It felt like a double hit after your message, and very thoughtful. Glad you are finding yourself, and please say hi to the asshole reading this message over your shoulder.

Jess pivoted her head until our eyes were inches apart. She nodded smugly, pointing at my phone screen.

“I called it, Will. Tell Claire I said hi.”

“You’re uncanny, Jess.”

Hi Claire. Jess says hello, and I’m pleased my card arrived. There’s anothe-.

“Stop it, Will.”

“What?”

“Don’t tell her you’ve sent another postcard. You are a frigging idiot sometimes, I swear.”

“Why not?”

“Because it’s like phoning her to say you’re on the way home with flowers. Fucking hell, buddy, you’re a lost cause. I’ve got so much work to do and so little time to get it done.”

Hi Claire. Jess says hello, and I’m pleased my card arrived. If you see me on the news soon, it’ll be because they found Jess’s body, and I’m on the run.

“That’s much better, Will.”

She smiled, turned squarely on the bench to face the table, picked up her toast, and started eating.

“Quite smug, aren’t you?”

“Satisfied more like, and yes, I am.”

Phinju planned to cover six to eight miles every day. We set off together with the family, some way behind. He had a few guides on the route who’d keep an eye on us, but our sherpa preferred we follow the trail alone, explaining that he believed people enjoyed it better when not coddled.

“Have you hiked much before, Will?”

“Afghanistan, Bosnia, Iraq and the Brecon Beacons.”

“Ah.”

“You figured that out last night, Jess?”

“The washing board stomach, your general demeanor, and a dangerous look suggested it.”

“And now I have confirmed my life as a soldier.”

“I knew when you had a night terror. I’m a trained psychologist, remember?”

“Are you going to tell me who the guy was at the bus station?”

“Do you mind if I don’t? At least not yet. Please?”

We’d become accidental friends, and it felt good. My feelings for Jess were wholesome; the ones I’d had for Harper were becoming less addictive, but Claire confused me.

I dropped behind Jess by about twenty meters, knowing she needed alone time, but also because I did, too.

The mountain air and Sagarmatha Park’s massive scenery felt uplifting now that the clouds plaguing breakfast were blown away. I’d turned a corner and felt comforted by my steady, ambling pace, returning to old habits.

My heart soared, and my body chemistry changed as a more positive outlook dominated my thoughts.

We camped near a stream on the edge of a forest. I bathed in the freezing water, glad to remove the grime of our hike. When I returned to our campsite, I joined Jess and our Sherpa around a small fire they’d built using deadwood.

Phinju welcomed me, standing, pressing his hands together, and offering me his best Namaste greeting. I sat with Jess, who smiled and looked comforted and beautiful in the flickering flames.

The sherpas swayed slightly while humming a folk song. Their eyes popped out on stalks when I sang.

pan ko paat.
maya timlai samjhanchu dinko raat
marshyngdi salala…

They all leaped up, danced, and clapped, joining in for another chorus. Phinju stared at me, stunned into silence, while Jess rolled around the floor laughing.

“I served three years of my army career with a Gurkha Rifles infantry regiment in Aldershot, England.”

Phinju hugged me like I were a long-lost brother, wiping tears away from his eyes.

“My father also served there.”

I unfurled a blanket I’d collected from the mess tent, sharing it with Jess, who leaned into me with love and affection.

We were two not-so-broken people staring into the flames.


Chapter Four

Roof Of The World

◆◆◆

“What regiment did you serve in? I remember you mentioned it, but I forgot. Sorry.”

“Who was the guy kicking you at the bus stop?”

“Oh, Will, you have so much to learn about women, and I have so little time to teach. I pry and help fix you, but you mind your own business where I am concerned, and then later, I accuse you of not caring.”

We chuckled while tucking into scrambled eggs on toast in our mess tent. The family in our trekking party was struck down by dysentery and moved into a trekkers’ lodge nearby. Phinju explained that once they recovered, another trekking group he managed would pass by, collect them, and continue their adventure.

Our journey would continue as planned, even with only two of us trekking and six guides.

“We pass through the park entrance today. Must pay fees for trekking permit and be ready for searches.”

“Searches?”

“Yeah, they will look for contraband.”

“What contraband?”

“You give the wardens ten bucks, and no contraband will be found.”

Jess and I started walking together as usual, chatting about our family. I knew she’d been married but was reluctant to share details, so I talked about her parents and sister instead. I mentioned Ava, our deep sibling love, but steered away from Harper to avoid any inquisition.

At around midmorning, Jess tipped her hat and stretched out her pace, wanting a few hours alone. This suited me because, with no phone reception, delightful birdsong, and an otherwise enjoyable silence, it was time to repair my self-inflicted harm.

You stayed too long, and Harper didn’t care.

It’s all on you, buddy.

Taking responsibility for my mistake felt cathartic, and my emotional burden eased with every step forward. I took stock of my friendships, making a mental note to find Dieter on our return to Kathmandu and enjoy time getting to know him.

Claire.

What about Claire?

I miss her, that’s what.

I’d increasingly wanted to talk with the bistro manager who’d become my friend. She was a valuable confidant, different in many ways from the much more direct Jess but no less important as part of my inner circle.

I tackled a steep section of the trail that took me clear of the tree line and onto a ridge with a direct panorama of Everest. The vista of the world’s highest peak was immense and intimidating. If you ever need to understand how insignificant you are, stand before Mount Everest.

My heart soared as I soaked up its majesty, and a new vitality for life goose-bumped my skin and soul. With my arms spread wide, embracing the mountain, I screamed.

“I sound my barbaric yawp over the roofs of the world.”*

“I’m glad to hear it, too.”

I swung around and saw Jess emerge from the woods, beaming broadly, amused by my display.

“Where did you go?”

“Call of nature, Will.”

We sat together on a rock, admiring the view while holding hands, as friends do in this part of the world.

“It’s huge, Will.”

“Yeah, it is.”

I retrieved my phone from a zipped pouch on the side of my rucksack and took a snap, noticing that I had a faint signal. I sent the image to my mom, dad, Ava, and Claire.

A few minutes later, my phone buzzed and then twice more. I flicked through messages of encouragement from my family and opened one from Claire.

Hi Will. If you want her, have her. It’s nothing to do with me, and I don’t know why you’d think it was.

I felt baffled because the message made little sense. I typed fast, hiding my screen from the ever-vigilant and nosey Jess.

Hi Claire. I don’t understand your message. Please explain.

I waited for two ticks but only got one. My heart sank because Claire had just gone out of signal range, switched off, or blocked me immediately after sending her message.

Why’s she pissed with me?

“What’s wrong, Will?”

“Umm, nothing. Just my parents are worried.”

“Let’s go. We’ve still got half a day of hiking left.”

We ambled together, and I noticed Jess mimicked my casual mountain walking style, meandering across the trail as the uphill slope got steeper, thereby reducing strain on her calves.

It seemed we could teach each other.

Dinner was brief because everyone was tired. I bathed in the river before bed. I stood guard for Jess, protecting her modesty while she bathed, but honestly, I was desperate to peek, knowing she was beautiful inside and out.

We were just friends, but I was still a man. At least I was that again and felt the lustful desire, and my libido returned in full flood when Jess’s nipples hardened beneath her cotton t-shirt from a chilly breeze. She caught me staring and smiled but did nothing to hide her arousal or further frustrate mine.

In our tent I settled down to read The Course of Love, having progressed through the book quickly after retrieving it from my hold baggage.

“Why are you reading a book about a married couple written by a philosopher?”

“My sister recommended it.”

“Your sister is wise, young Skywalker.”

I choked with laughter while Jess stared at me with large, watery eyes, trying to figure me out.

“It’s an imperfect love story, Jess.”

“It’s very true to life, though. Sometimes, we cannot finish what we begin or must change ourselves to continue.”

“It’s a bittersweet tale.”

“Yeah, because you’re a guy. You think in straight lines, whereas the women you love don’t.”

I put the book down and rolled onto my side, crouching low in the sleeping bag. My face was inches from hers, and I felt the warmth of Jess’s breath on my cheeks.

“I killed people in several countries. It wasn’t pleasant, but much worse were the mass graves I helped exhume with UN investigators to find evidence of atrocities.”

She continued staring, then drew a hand from inside her bag, drying tears from my eyes with a thumb.

“I’m your friend, Will.”

“I know. I’m yours too.”

“Come closer, and let me hug you, please.”

I wriggled around in my bag until we were almost touching. She unzipped hers, then mine, and drew them together like a double bag. We both wore underwear, and I felt instantly aroused by the touch and allure of her semi-nakedness.

“Turn around, Will. I’d rather not be poked by anything through the night.”

I rolled over and, as slight as she was, Jess big spooned into me, nestling close while wrapping her arms around my torso. Her warmth and closeness lulled me to sleep, and I drifted to a much better place.

I slept better than in years. My erection softened after a while, and it felt comfortable to be wrapped up in Jess.

By morning, I’d rolled the other way; she had too and was nestled delicately into me, purring like a contented cat.

“Did you sleep well, Will?”

“Like a log. What about you?”

“Yeah. I felt safe for the first time in ages.”

“I’m glad.”

“Me too. I’m especially grateful you didn’t get me pregnant with that big lump of wood hiding in your boxer shorts.”

I felt mortified and knew the burning in my face would be evident. She laughed, pointed at my cheeks, and put me at ease.

“I’m impressed that you didn’t try anything, Will. Good boy.”

What if I had?

We breakfasted on boiled eggs, toast, and a liter of coffee. Jess was delighted, clapping her hands like a small child when I handed out two chocolate bars from my stash.

“One now and one later, deal?”

“Deal!”

We set off together, talking and laughing while ambling along steadily. I repeatedly checked my phone for a return message from Claire, but she still hadn’t received mine.

I’m blocked. Why?

Before Jess steamed ahead, we agreed to meet at the next village four miles away and walk together to our night’s stop.

We’d reached a higher altitude, where the trees had gradually thinned to nothing. It was only two more days of hiking to Tengboche Monastery, where a decisive moment in my life would coalesce.

I’d made the monastery an emotional and mental focal point, but now I looked past that original goal to Everest Base Camp, where I might help Jess. I looked forward to a future with good friends, a loving family, and a life of adventure.

I was confused about Jess. We were friends, but her almost naked tryst with me in the sleeping bag last night felt odd, as though there might be more. I hadn’t wanted to make love, although I wouldn’t be normal if I wasn’t aroused by her gorgeous, warm nakedness.

When I arrived at the village, she wasn’t there, so I waited near a lodge that sold pulled tea. I bought two, imagining Jess had found a toilet and would return soon.

A mountain man with his yak pulling a small cart approached me from further up the trail, smiling when passing by. I’d waited long enough for Jess, so I strolled alongside him.

“Namaste.”

“Namaste.”

“Do you speak English, Sir?”

“Some, yes.”

“Did you see a woman on the trail with blonde hair, quite tall?”

“Yes. I worry because she was arguing with a man.”

“Ah. Did you see where they went, please?”

“Up the trail. Either going to the next village, or they could turn right.”

“Where does the right turn go?”

“Nowhere for days.”

“Thank you.”

I sprinted up the trail, Jess had been taken, and my adrenaline kicked in with a vicious, murderous fury seizing control.

The altitude conspired to slow me down with thinning oxygen, but I felt confident I’d be faster than a man who’d taken Jess as a reluctant prisoner.

I’ll catch you for sure, bastard.

He must have taken the side trail because it was pointless for him to take Jess to another village where she’d quickly raise the alarm and bring all manner of hell down on him.

I was at least two miles along the flat trail traversing and contoured from our original destination. The man who alerted me hadn’t been kidding because the area was empty of anyone, trekkers and locals alike. I stepped off the trail, hiding my rucksack on the leeward side of a boulder, stacking rocks on top.

I stuck a few chocolate bars in my zip-up pockets and ran along the trail, looking for my friend.

My heart stopped, and I froze when a familiar scream echoed through the canyon. I ran off the trail into a gorge and followed the sound to a clearing in a boulder field where I saw Jess lying on the floor with the man who assaulted her in Kathmandu standing menacingly, about to cave her head in with a rock.

I didn’t hesitate because something inside me snapped.

I leaped forward, driven by old instincts I’d buried, and gripped the man’s wrist, preventing him from clubbing Jess. He rocked backward, stunned to see me, screaming louder than my friend, who sobbed while nursing her blood-smeared face.

I slammed my palm into the man’s head and felt a satisfying crunch of his nasal cartilage. Blood-curdling screams rewarded me with a solid headbutt to his face, and then a second one collapsed his nose entirely.

When he fell, I kneeled on my victim’s chest, smashing my fist into his face repeatedly until it was a bloody mess. My hatred flowed more quickly than I imagined it could and far more than I wanted it to.

A dam burst inside me, and in my mind, I saw dead children, their shattered corpses, and crushed skulls I’d carried out from the mine shaft where they were murdered.

Then I saw Jess, bloodied, crying, and screaming in my face.

“Please don’t kill him, Will.”

I stopped and looked down at the pathetic mashed-up face below me while the man struggled to breathe. He whimpered like a coward, begging for his life.

“Please don’t hurt me.”

I can’t do this. It’s fucking wrong.

I raised a fist to smash into his face, and Jess crawled to me, holding my cheeks in both hands. Blood and tears stained the beautiful, battered face that implored me to be merciful.

“Please don’t, Will. He’s just not worth it.”

My arm slumped, and a balled fist rested on the injured man’s chest. I breathed deeply while Jess’s assailant struggled for air. He had no fight in him, and I was beating a broken man.

“Stay the fuck down.”

“Are you going to kill me?”

“I… fucking want to!”

“W-what are you going to do?”

“You’re alive because Jess willed it.”

“Thank you.”

“Fuck off!”

“What will happen to me?”

I stared at Jess, who slumped backward onto a pile of rocks.

“Are you okay?”

“Sore, an-a-a-a-and I need-.”

I looked down at my victim, measuring him up for a punch but not landing it.

“Don’t move, or I’ll kill you.”

He nodded his head furiously, holding both palms out in submission. I dashed over to Jess and took her in my arms while she sobbed like a baby.

“You’re okay now. He won’t hurt you again.”

“He’s my husband.”

“I know.”

“How?”

“Because, despite much evidence to the contrary, I’m not stupid.”

“I never believed you were stupid. You’re a hero, Will. I know that, but please don’t kill him.”

“I won’t. Let me chat with him, and while I do that, you can take these treats and get your sugar levels up.”

“His name is Simon.”

I went back to Simon and circled him a few times to provoke anxiety before leaning into his face, snarling like a rabid dog.

“Get on your feet, and if you try anything funny, I’ll keep emptying my fist into your face until you stop breathing.”

He looked sullen but sufficiently terrified and contrite.

“Apologize to Jess.”

He stared at his wife, then burst into tears.

“I’m so sorry, Jess.”

“Just leave me alone, Simon. Please let go.”

I kicked his knees from behind so that he fell onto them, and then I gripped his hair, forcing his head up to look at his wife.

“You’re not a real man.”

“What do you mean?”

“You bully and terrify, but there’s something you should know.”

“What?”

“I’ve killed men like you with my bare hands. If you go near Jess again, I’ll hunt and kill you. She’s mine now, and I’ll do anything to protect her.”

I let my words sink in while he shook like a goat staked to the ground, meters away from a Tiger. Jess wasn’t mine, but the idea that she was would definitely back Simon off.

“Do you understand?”

“Ye-yeah.”

“When you receive divorce papers, just remember this moment and sign them immediately.”

“Oh-oh-okay.”

“Run now and head downhill. When you arrive in Jiri, get on the first bus and fuck off.”

He rushed across the boulder field like a frightened hare, stumbling, tripping, and flailing around.

“Would you have killed him, Will?”

“Maybe. I don’t know, but I hope not.”

She laughed while snapping off a chunk of chocolate, shoveling it into her mouth, still shaking with fear.

“I reckon you only got yourself kidnapped to get more chocolate.”

She hugged me tightly around my waist like a little sister who hadn’t seen her brother in months and was unwilling to let go.

When Jess recovered, we struck out back towards the main trail. I rescued my rucksack from its hiding place, and we stretched our legs, making a reasonable time to return to the junction before dark.

Phinju was sitting on a low stone wall at the junction, waiting for us, waving nonchalantly when we approached.

“Namaste, Will and Jess.”

“Namaste, Phinju.”

“I saw him.”

“Who?”

“The man who took Jess. I know the whole story from people who live nearby. He ran through here terrified and headed downhill past us in a real mess.”

“Good. I hoped he would.”

“You beat him, Will, and that’s good.”

“Yes, he deserved it, Phinju.”

“Yes, he did. I’m glad you didn’t kill him, though. Too much paperwork.”

“What’s for dinner, Phinju?”

“Tuna pish pish cakes. Special ones.”

“Special, how?”

“Because they come with a free story by Phinju.”

Phinju’s guides had set up camp in a nearby clearing short of our destination. It was almost as though he knew we’d come back alive and would continue the journey. Jess stayed close by, and we sat in the tent, singing, eating, and drinking alcoholic milk the locals called Chhaang.

When handing Jess a mug filled to the brim, Phinju cautioned her.

“It’s brewed with millet, so please be careful. Only sip slowly.”

“What’s the alcohol level?”

Phinju looked thoughtful for a moment before answering Jess with a chuckle.

“Every mug is different.”

His team laughed heartily, and we did, too. Everyone held someone’s hand, and Jess sought mine out on one side and Phinju’s on the other.

Our sherpa guide held up a hand for silence.

“I will tell you a story about a great warrior.”

Everyone fell silent, and my heart felt lifted when I watched the eyes of his fellow guides stare, attentive and adoringly at their leader.

This is real life.

Jess snuggled close into me.

“I love a good story.”

“A warrior in the mountains was patrolling with his soldiers. They were two days away from a safe base, hunting their enemy in the Tora Bora caves. The weather was bad, and the patrol entered the caves for shelter, but those brave men were ambushed while they slept.”

He paused, drank more chhaang, and settled into a contemplative silence, staring, one after the other, at the faces of his audience. Jess got impatient, wanting more.

Jess nudged him to advance the plot at greater pace.

“I hope this isn’t an episode every night for a week, Phinju.”

“The patrol was pinned down by their enemy with little hope anyone would survive because they were running out of ammunition. The men were terrified because stories about the caves in the White Mountains were savage. They got a radio message off, asking for help.”

He paused again, then offered more details of the tragedy that ensued. Jess squirmed around excitedly beside me as Phinju described in precise detail the plight of eight soldiers destined to die.

“Did they die, Phinju?”

“No, they were all saved.”

Jess had enough of the suspense and threw off her blanket, much to the amusement of the others, who giggled when she demanded the sherpa leader hurry along.

“How? Fucking, how, Phinju? I must know.”

“A giant man appeared from out of the darkness. He had a machine gun with bandoliers wrapped around his neck, grenades hung from his chest, and fury spat like fire from his eyes. He marched into the middle of the cavern, spitting death in every direction like a beast from hell.”

Jess was tearful, and Phinju’s men were gripped by his tale as I was.

“They all lived?”

“Yes, Jess, they all lived because of that giant, courageous man. When they returned to England, a big parade was held, and he was awarded a medal for his heroism.”

“Is he real, Phinju? Is this a real story?”

“The man is sitting beside you right now, Jess. Isn’t that true, Will?”

They all stared at me, but I didn’t have any words, just tears for my soldiers, still relieved to this day that they’d survived. I bowed my head and wept uncontrollably while Jess took me in her arms like a mother would cradle her crying baby.

“Oh my god, Will. How did you know, Phinju?”

“I snapped his picture and messaged it to my friends at the Gurkha battalion in Belize. They sent this story about Will with all of their respect and love. You are loved here forever because you saved my friends.”

My emotions overwhelmed me, so I staggered outside the tent with Jess chasing behind me.

“I need to go to sleep, Jess. I’m exhausted.”

“Me too, Will.”

I turned around and gripped Jess’s shoulders, staring at her bruised face lit by the moon.

“We’re friends forever, right, Jess? Can you forgive me for beating Simon so badly? I was out of control, and I’m sorry.”

She stepped closer and wrapped her arms around my waist, burying her face into my chest.

“You saved my life today, Will. How could I not be your friend forever?”

“Thank you, Jess.”

“You don’t need to be forgiven, Will. You’re a good man.”

I shared my last chocolate bar in our makeshift bed, giving her more than me. We cuddled, and it felt like when I was younger with my sister, Ava, but with fewer clothes. I wasn’t aroused this time because the seriousness of the day and Phinju’s story about my life trauma had sapped all my emotional strength.

Jess little spooned into me, and we chatted. She went silent for a while. Then, something changed, and she finally opened up.

“Simon slept around a lot. Each time he cheated, there was a heartfelt apology, a chilly atmosphere, and makeup. I thought he might change, but that never happened.”

“You don’t have to explain, Jess.”

“I want to, Will, because I must tell someone.”

“Okay, but I will nod off if it gets too boring.”

Jess nudged me gently in the ribs, chuckling, and I felt proud that she was comfortable around me.

“He started beating me when I got serious about leaving, so I ran away. Simon found me and dragged me back, so I ran again and ended up in Mumbai. From there, I backpacked until arriving in Kathmandu, where I realized I must get to Everest Base Camp.”

“How did he find you?”

“He attacked a postal worker, stole the postcard I sent my parents, and used it to find me.”

“He won’t trouble you again, Jess.”

“No, he won’t, and I have you to thank for that, Will.”


Chapter Five

Himalayan Trails

◆◆◆

I woke up with Jess’s head on my chest and her arm draped across my midriff. When I lifted her wrist to move it gently out of the way, she stirred, looking at me through half-opened eyes and swollen cheeks, yet still smiling.

“Hey, you.”

“Good morning, Jess.”

“My life is complete.”

“Why?”

“I slept with a real-life hero.”

I laughed because it felt good that the dam had burst and my life was splashed everywhere. Not that I had something to hide before, but rather, the intrusiveness of strangers was challenging to handle.

“I hope it doesn’t change anything between us.”

“No, Will, of course not. I liked you before saving my life, too. I don’t get in the sack semi-naked with just anyone.”

“No, about that, though.”

“Please don’t say you’ll kick me out of our bed?”

I felt lighter for our banter, which was wholesome and a constant reminder of our connection. The whole experience of knowing Jess had been the best therapy of my life.

“Actually… no. I’m wondering how I’ll be able to sneak you in once I’m married.”

“Don’t worry, Will, I’ll pick a wife for you. I won't allow just anyone to marry my best friend.”

“Best friend?”

She arched her back fully and put the weight of both elbows on my chest, almost drawing herself on top of me.

“I can’t ever imagine not having you in my life, Will.”

“We’re stuck with each other, then?”

“Tell me about your relationships.”

Memories of Harper hit me first. I felt surprised that the pain of those two years had faded so quickly. I was filled with regret but also felt a pang of loss because there were good times, but the strand of toxicity connecting everything about our relationship was overwhelming.

“You’ve guessed that Harper and I were like you and Simon, right?”

“Yeah, but the other way around and perhaps not quite so violent.”

“Well, she never tried to kill me.”

“Thanks, Will.”

I cricked my neck to see Jess’s face and immediately realized she was kidding.

“Then there was Olivia.”

“Tell me about her?”

“She’s beautiful, great to talk to, and keen to meet again. We met on the flight over. She was one of the cabin crew members, and we hit it off. There was chemistry, but-.”

“She’s only ever going to be a fuck buddy, Will.”

“Is that your professional opinion?”

“It’s my observation. Her rapid seduction of you hints at a hook-up. She’s hoping it may be more, but statistics don’t favor that, so you’ll either get long-term friends with benefits or a full transfer to the friend zone. I don’t see any substance, especially since you haven’t been in touch.”

She constantly urged me forward, and I immediately knew where her final comment led.

“Claire?”

“Yeah.”

“That’s who you’re referring to?”

“Yup. I’d like to know more, Will.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m invested in you. Proper friends do that.”

“There’s nothing to tell. Claire blocked my number, so I’ve lost contact and am not about to harass her.”

“You should apologize for whining all those months if you value her friendship.”

We lost a whole day of trekking, opting to recuperate after Jess’s beating. She was shaken, bruised, and sore, which was no way to enjoy our journey.

We breakfasted as usual, although I was tired of eggs. The versatile white and yolk have always been a comforting pleasure to me, but having had only fried and boiled, seasoned, and accompanied by toast for a week was wearing thin.

I finished reading my book and messaged my sister, Ava, thanking her. My text would send once I acquired signal near one of the lodges with Wi-Fi.

A lady passed by, speaking to Phinju. For a small fee, she offered to do our laundry. We stripped faster than a couple leaping into bed for the first time, grateful for the chance to pull on fresh clothes later.

Jess went to our tent early. I suspected she wanted to rest fully and arise anew for our trekking the next day. When I turned in, she had our bags zipped together as usual, and I snuggled in close, enjoying her scent and warmth.

In the morning, I woke first and sat in the mess tent after making two flasks of coffee. A chilly breeze prevailed at our higher altitude, and I noticed Jess shivering vigorously when not walking.

While waiting for fried eggs and my trekking companion, I sat on a rock with the most excellent view of Everest, contemplating life.

I flicked my phone open and checked for the hundredth time for Claire’s response, but she had definitely blocked my number.

Dear Claire

I know you’ll never receive this message, and I don’t blame you for blocking me. When I replay our conversations in my clearer mind, they sound pathetic… I sound pathetic. I have feelings for you and always have, which is why I come most days to Colbert’s, hoping to see you, catch your scent in the air when you pass, and see you smile.

You were the only person who listened during my darkest days, and I miss you so much.

I’m sorry, Claire: your friend, Will.

With a day lost because of Simon, Phinju decided we’d pass straight through Namche Bazar and camp at Tengboche. We’d stop and enjoy the market town on our descent after Everest Base Camp.

Our planned walk was arduous, and since it was two days rolled into one, I insisted that was reason enough for Jess and me to stick together. For once, she didn’t argue, and we both knew why.

“Is it over between you and Claire?”

“It never started, Jess.”

“Why not?”

“I’ve only woken up to my weaknesses during this expedition because of you.”

“I know.”

“I’ll deny that if you expose me.”

We chuckled but then fell back into a subdued silence. I’d fucked up with Claire, and even the enthusiastic traders of Namche Bazar couldn’t lift my mood.

We stopped at one of the mountain equipment trading shops. The owner smiled, exposing teeth that could only have been severely damaged by dozens of mountain ascents and bad dentistry.

“Try this one on, please, and stop complaining.”

“It doesn’t fit, and it’s green.”

“Fucking hell, a week ago, you hid that gorgeous figure under tent-like clothing from Oxfam. Now all I hear is - does my bum look big in this, and I hate green.”

“That’s because you’ve fixed me, Will.”

“Fixed you how?”

She stepped closer to me so as not to be heard.

“You’ve slept with me almost naked for seven nights, and aside from some understandable erections, you never once tried to make love to me.”

“How does that help you?”

“It means I’m worthy of true friendship and not just as an object of sex.”

“Of course you are. Why ever would you think otherwise?”

Her eyes brimmed with tears, so I hugged Jess tightly, noticing her shiver.

“We’re not leaving here without a duvet jacket even if you have to try every single one in Namche on.”

“You’re my best friend ever, Will.”

“You fixed me too, Jess.”

“I know.”

“You’re so sassy.”

“Yup.”

After one more tight squeeze, she pulled away, and I hunted through the rails for any color and size that Jess might wear.

I tossed a bright red goose-down-filled duvet jacket at her.

“Try that one.”

“It’s too expensive.”

“It’s my treat. It’s red, which will help me locate you if another husband tries to kidnap you.”

“It’s still too expensive.”

“I’ll sell it back to him on the way down, and if I can’t get a good price, I’ll throw you in for good measure.”

She relented and donned the excellent mountain jacket that fit perfectly, showing off the beautiful curves of a sensual woman. Her relief from the chilly air was instant, and Jess danced with glee in the middle of the small track. The shop owner joined her, then others, and soon, an impromptu street festival was in full flow.

“Thank you, Will.”

“I can’t have you freeze to death up here and put all these people to the trouble of repatriating your corpse.”

“My death is the only way you’ll repatriate this jacket.”

“Hi, Will.”

I spun on my heels to a familiar voice and saw Claire. A few meters away, she stood in the middle of the trail, dressed in trekking gear and looking stunning.

My emotions swamped me, and I fell to my knees. Jess was beside me immediately, hauling me back up.

“I came for you, Will.”

“But you blocked me, Claire. Why?”

“That never happened. When I got Jess’s text message, I quit my job and left the same day. I didn’t have service on the aircraft and no roaming package when I got to Kathmandu.”

I turned sideways to Jess, who was still holding my arm tightly. She looked delighted by the turn of events.

“You messaged Claire?”

“Of course I did. I told her that if she didn’t, I would.”

“Would what?”

“Take you, Will. What did you think?”

“I thought we were just friends.”

“We are and always will be. I don’t want you as a boyfriend, and I stole her phone number when I used your cell phone for a Wi-Fi tether. I have my roaming package and never needed yours.”

“But why?”

“I told a lie to get this silly cow here.”

“Why am I a silly cow?”

“You could have had Will anytime you chose.”

“I lacked courage.”

“And now?”

“I’m here, aren’t I?”

Jess nudged me again, prompting my response.

“Don’t you have something to say to Claire?”

I swung back to face Claire, who had stepped closer. The familiar scent that had comforted me during my darkest days with Harper returned, crushing my senses. I felt choked and wanted to cry but couldn’t with a gathering, curious crowd spectating.

“You sent me a message, though, Claire.”

“I sent you a message telling you to go for it with Jess if that’s what you wanted, but I still left anyway, hoping.”

“Hoping for what?”

“Think hard, Will. You can get there, finally.”

“I want you, Claire.”

She was almost within kissing range, her eyes smoldered, and love was writ large on her expression. Claire stared at Jess.

“Looks like you’ve done good work with Will.”

“He’s a good man, so it wasn’t hard, and I really enjoyed him. We’re friends, and nothing more.”

“Really?”

“Would I have messaged you if I wanted him for myself?”

“No, I guess not.”

Claire stared back at me and stepped close enough for me to feel her body next to mine. She brushed her fingers through my hair gently, like a warm summer’s breeze, and I felt on fire.

Her beauty was beyond compare and my breathing laboured, this time it was nothing to do with altitude. My heart raced, thumping as though it wanted to tear a hole through my rib cage and escape.

Jess’s voice drifted through my day dream like a whisper.

“I told you I’d pick a wife for you, Will. It’s time to kiss her.”

I stared at Claire, wondering if she’d heard the same voice.

“Did you hear that?”

“Is she always like this?”

“Yes, always.”

“I like her, but I love you, Will.”

“Should I? Kiss you, I mean. May I, please?”

“Definitely, Will. I’ve traveled far and deserve it.”

I leaned into Claire, never taking my eyes off hers. Our lips felt searingly hot when they brushed, and I longed for her even more. When I felt her tongue dart inside my mouth, exploring with urgency and desire, a billion synapses aligned in my head, then detonated together, celebrating my rebirth and the love I felt.

I gripped Claire’s head, and buried my fingers in her beautiful long hair, French kissing her passionately, with a need I had never felt before.

The street dancing started again, this time there were others and with more vim and vigour. Jess’s voice pierced the revelry.

“You guys?”

We disengaged, and Claire giggled. I watched her tongue curl at the corner of her mouth before she bit her bottom lip and felt a wild stirring in my trousers. She reached down, felt it, then smiled again.

Jess wandered a few yards away and pointed at another duvet jacket.

“Is this Claire’s size?”

“Let’s find out.”

Jess took Claire’s hands and looked warmly at the woman she’d coaxed to travel thousands of miles for me.

“Don’t make me sorry I did this, Claire.”

“I won’t.”

“You and Will will get one hour of free personal time in our tent at night, then I come in, and we cuddle in one huge bag. Is that okay?”

“Just cuddle?”

“Yeah. Will is my best friend, and it’s fucking cold at night.”

“Can I go in the middle, Jess?”

“Of course, he’s your guy.”
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They said Emily killed a man and ran away, but that had to be bullshit. If there had been any substance in the wild rumor, local police in every town she moved to would have investigated, and trouble would have followed wherever she went.

Noah was attracted to the wild woman who blew into town one day, but he didn’t know why, nor could he do anything about it. A dark secret lurking in the shallow waters and long memory of a small town haunts Noah.

Can Emily prevail in a town that doesn’t readily welcome strangers?
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Can Kate educate Jacob to find meaningful love after he lied?

I’m a sucker for a love story. Have you ever wondered what BDSM might really look like in a relationship between a strong man and a loving dominant woman?

Jacob’s secret pain tears him apart. He knows what he wants most in life but is terrified to ask for it. A strong man couldn’t want that, surely?

‘Kate Educates Jacob’ delves into matters of the heart and soul.

The flutter in your stomach and the adrenaline spike when you see someone you like or want drives much more than a ‘happy ever after.’

How does a young man move on from so much death and destruction?

Jacob may be damaged, but not in the way you’d expect, given his profession. He is strong in body and mind, but useless at finding someone to love. The void in his psyche wakes him at night amid horror image flashes burning into his soul.

He can’t share the horror or decant his emotions to anyone. Trust is a major issue. Can Kate salve that, tame the man and help rebuild the mountain?

Jacob wants something from a relationship that many men want but fear asking for. It overpowers him, acting on every sense and instinct, driving him to find the right woman and pray she’ll accept and love him.

Kate is a determined woman. She doesn’t need anyone, but she wants to find a deserving candidate in love. She abhors dishonesty and weak boyfriends or girlfriends, seeing them as clearly as a falcon spots prey on the Asian steppes.
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Greg falls in love. His is an unrequited love because Sarah is consumed by an ongoing divorce and the needs of her children. She doesn’t need a man, or, at least she thinks a man is unnecessary, but maybe the universe disagrees.

Fate, love, romance, and sex are not within the remit of lovers to control, and when Greg unleashes his dangerous, cunning stunt, our lovers are wrapped up in a disaster.

How will Greg win his true love over, and what hidden depths of taboo, submission, and kinky play lurk beneath the surface of lovers who might otherwise appear entirely respectable?
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