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Through the bars of our cell I could see 
that the skies were slowly starting to lighten. 
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1
startled hares

I woke hungry. The grease from last night’s 
meagre meal still lined my mouth. The cold of the 
bare concrete floor had seeped into my bones. 
Shivering made the wound in my leg ache. It was 
a nasty purple colour now. I looked around. Mum, 
Dad and my little brother, James, were still asleep. 
Through the bars of our cell I could see that the 
skies were slowly starting to lighten. Morning had 
arrived at long last. The weak dawn light picked out 
streaks of grey mould on the once-whitewashed 
walls, and there were patterns of green stuff 
where monsoon rains seeped through cracks in 
the plaster; it looked like a map. The team of ants 
that found a gecko’s tail on the floor last night had 
managed to pull it half way up to the ceiling. I was 
so hungry I almost envied their feast to come.
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I heard footsteps and jangling keys. Suddenly 
everyone was awake. 

“This was earlier than I expected,” Dad whispered. 
“You’ve got to really focus, Alex. No day-dreaming. 
Don’t forget the plan.” I gave him a dirty look, but 
he didn’t notice. He went on, “Get away, and get 
word to the Embassy—then we might have some 
chance of rescue, and of clearing up this big ugly 
misunderstanding. Once we’re out, we must separate 
straight away. You boys, go straight to the Irrigation 
Office. Ask Dinesh if he’ll let you phone Kathmandu. 
We can trust him. Tell him what’s going on. Mum and 
I’ll head for the main Post Office and try to phone from 
there. If there’s no Maoist reception committee, we’ll 
meet at the Post Office and take a tanga to the ferry at 
Kothiyaghat and then the bus for Kathmandu.”

Keys rattled in the lock. A junior policeman we 
hadn’t seen before opened the door of our cell. His 
uniform was all scrumpled, as if he’d slept in it. He 
looked tired. Maybe he hadn’t slept. He waved the 
four of us into the gloomy corridor. Wordlessly he 
indicated we should just go. 

Dad said quietly, “Head straight for Dinesh’s 
house. As soon as you can boys, just run!” 
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Outside the sun was dazzling but the air still 
felt dank. Mum pushed me and stage-whispered, 
“Run!” 

As we moved away from Mum and Dad, I saw 
four big men close around my parents and bundle 
them towards a waiting vehicle. James and I 
watched, horrified, from a safe distance. 

One of men was the Maoist leader—the 
little guy with the deep voice and expensive 
sunglasses. He was the one who looked as if he’d 
been feeding on someone’s blood because the 
betel* nut he’d been chewing had coloured his 
teeth red. He said nastily, “We’re taking a little 
tourist trip to Bhalubang.” A fifth man joined 
the group. He was dressed very differently and 
he began an argument with the others. He was 
trying pull the strangers away from my parents. 
It was Ramdin, Dad’s field assistant. He was the 
zoologist who had taught us so much about the 
wildlife of Nepal, but he had betrayed us. Now, 
though, he seemed to be trying to get my parents 
free. I desperately wanted to ask him what the 
hell was going on, but there was no time.

I heard the leader of the group ask Dad nastily, 
“Where are your sons?”

“Oh, they’re inside the police station still,” 
Mum said, fixing her sweetest smile on her face. 
She was doing a very convincing impression of 
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being a complete dough-brain. “They’re using the 
toilet. You know what it’s like—prison food....” She 
laughed a silly high-pitched laugh. I’d never heard 
her do that before. You’d never guess she had a PhD.

Dad was gesturing for us to run. When his 
gesticulations attracted the thugs’ attention, he 
coughed and asked, “Any chance of a drink of 
water?” 

Deep Voice said, “Who do you think we are? 
Your servants? Do you understand nothing? Do 
you not understand why we do not want you in our 
country?” 

Then he spotted us and cursed. I heard him 
swear again as we started to move away. He 
shouted for one of his henchmen to bring us back. 
We sprinted off like startled hares. The guy who 
was chasing us was big, heavy and not at all fast.  
We put on more of a sprint. James was on my heels. 

We dived into the tunnel-like maze of stalls in 
the main bazaar*. We darted under a table stacked 
with bangles and cheap hair slides. We scared 
a skinny cat and a couple of rats. On we rushed, 
taking a zigzag route through the bazaar that we 
knew so well, racing on until we were sure that 
we’d lost the fat henchman.

It was too early for anyone to be at the Irrigation 
Office so we headed straight for Dinesh’s house.  I 
decided to avoid the front door. We pushed through 
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the hibiscus and mulberry hedge and in doing so, 
spooked a big chisel-toothed lizard. We were soon 
safely in Dinesh’s secluded garden. I scratched 
softly on his back door. Dinesh opened it himself. 
He looked as if he had only just got out of bed. He 
was wearing a lungi* wrapped around his waist. 
Dad and he had worked together quite a lot, but 
I’d never seen him dressed informally before. He 
immediately looked concerned. The worry-lines 
and filth on our faces and the mud and bat-guano 
streaks and blotches on our clothes, and maybe our 
stink, must have told him half the story before I’d 
even opened my mouth. “Come in, both of you. Do 
you need water?”

“Yeah. Please…” Once I’d got my breath back, 
I started with, “You won’t believe what’s been 
happening, Dinesh.”

“Oh I think I will. You might be a dreamer, Alex, 
but dreams don’t leave you looking like that.”

I wished people didn’t keep going on about me 
being a dreamer. I’m a thinker. No-one seemed to 
understand I was on a different plain to the rest of 
them. Dinesh waved vaguely towards my ripped 
clothes, my grimy face, my filthy shoes and the 
scratches on my hands. “Tell me what is going on.”

“These thugs*—we think they were Maoists—
captured Mum and Dad in their camp in the forest.”

James interrupted. “They were real terrorists—
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with guns.”
“We brought them a ransom.”
“A ransom?” Dinesh looked shocked.
“Yeah. Five million rupees...” 
Dinesh whistled. “Five million! How...? No, I 

won’t ask...”
“So we took the money to them but that didn’t 

go well. We had to kind of chase them. It’s a long 
story but eventually we did manage to get Mum 
and Dad free. It was a bit of an epic... but now.... now 
they’ve got caught again. After all that.... “ 

My head was all messed up. I was cross with my 
parents. I was frightened for them. “It’s a horrible 
mess.” I was in great danger of crying.

“I agree, Alex, most horrible.”
James astonished me by walking over, sitting 

down beside me and putting a hand on my shoulder. 
“You okay?”

“Yeah.”
James was keen to tell him part of the story. 

“The best bit was when we got the kidnappers 
drunk. You know what those nasty-looking bottles 
of spirits are like if you drink them fast?”

“How would you know that, little James?”
“I don’t know but don’t call me little either! I’m 

nearly as tall as you now! AND I helped with the 
rescue!”

“Sorry, Mister Fleming, sahib*.”
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“As James said, we got the kidnappers drunk 
and when they’d fallen asleep we got our parents 
away and then escaped—by boat—to Rajapur.

“How did you...? Why were you...?” Dinesh kept 
opening and closing his mouth as if he wanted to 
ask more questions then decided not to. Then he 
did eventually say, “But where are they now?”

“Not sure. You see we went to the Police Station 
to report the kidnap, and they arrested us.”

“The police arrested you for being kidnapped?”
“Yeah, I suppose that’s right—we were! 

We didn’t really know what was going on but 
they kept us in a cell over night and released us 
this morning. Trouble was someone told those 
Maoists—the ones that kidnapped Mum and 
Dad in the first place. They just happened to be 
waiting for us outside the Police Headquarters, 
and they bundled them into a Toyota Hilux. It’s 
obvious that the local police chief is in league with 
the Maoists...”

Dinesh nodded but was quiet for a long time. 
Then, “Maybe... first you must inform the British 
Embassy. They have some influence. They can do 
something.”

“I do hope so. We’ve also got a friend, Brian. 
He’s American. He seems to know everyone 
important in Kathmandu. He might know what to 
do…”
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“Hmm...” Dinesh didn’t look convinced. 
I said, “The crazy thing is that the kidnappers 

have got the equivalent of five thousand pounds 
in ransom money from us...” Dinesh raised his 
eyebrows again as I continued but he said nothing. 
“They’ve got all this money but they still won’t let 
our parents go.”

“Hmm this is not good. What do they want, 
Alex? More money?”

“I don’t think so but I don’t understand 
what they want. I don’t think our parents are 
important enough for their capture to interest the 
newspapers and press.”

“Hmm.” Dinesh was frowning again. “These 
men—these Maoists—are powerful and very 
dangerous also … and we are a very long way from 
Kathmandu here…”

“How does that matter?”
“Shall we say that national laws aren’t so... 

err.... important here. Sometimes the police 
make unusual decisions. And these Maoists 
are very politically aware. Kidnapping foreign 
conservationists will be interesting to the press—
the international press.” He stopped, scribbled a 
note, called his cook and sent him off to deliver it. 
The cook looked nervously at a little pink house 
gecko that seemed to tut-tutt at him. Dinesh 
explained, “These villagers think it is very bad luck 
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 The cook looked nervously at a little pink 
house gecko  that seemed to tut-tutt at him. 

if a gecko makes that sound as you are leaving the 
house.” Dinesh said something else to the cook and 
also gave him a brownish banknote with a tiger on 
it which he slipped straight into his pocket. Five 
hundred rupees seemed to give the cook courage. 
Dinesh continued explaining to us, “This will be 
an insurance policy—with my cousin. It is better if 
a few more reliable people know about this.”

“Thanks Dinesh. Sounds good. We must have 
made some dangerous enemies.”

“I fear that is so. But we will work something 
out. We will have to wait until nine o’clock before 
we can phone the Embassy. That allows plenty 
of time for a shower and breakfast also. There is 
kedgeree* already prepared,” he smiled.

“Thanks but we’re really not hungry, Dinesh.”
“Ah, now boys, you MUST taste THIS kedgeree.”
James started to look interested. He’s always 

keen on eating.
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“Come look; try some, boys—you need energy; 
you need to keep strong.”

He left the room, saying, “Sit outside. The sun is 
warm and cheering!”

In the garden, I started to pick unenthusi-
astically at the rice and lentil mix. After a couple of 
mouthfuls, though, I remembered how ravenously 
hungry I was and couldn’t get it down my throat 
fast enough. James was bolting his down too. 

Dinesh’s daughter Bimbini joined us. She 
smiled a huge welcome but I was too hungry to 
speak to her. I noticed a small movement on the 
other side of the hedge. Neither she nor James 
saw it. I had a horrible feeling someone unfriendly 
was watching us.
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2
Too dangerous

“It is most excellent to see that you still 
recognise good food!” Bimbini had left, but 
Dinesh had reappeared and was smiling. “You 
know I will do my level best for you. Your father 
is a very good man and thrice he has made a 
sacrifice to help me. I am in his debt. You have 
become my family.”

“Thank you Dinesh. It is good to know,” I 
mumbled through a big mouthful of rice.

Once we’d eaten, Dinesh pulled a chair over. 
There was a loud squawk from a mynah bird and 
I nearly jumped out of my skin. Dinesh looked 
even more concerned and leaned in to ask more 
questions. He was keeping his voice low so that 
no-one could hear. He said, “Tell me now, how did 
this terrible business start?”
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“They were so easy to kidnap. A bunch of 
armed men just walked into their camp and told 
Mum and Dad they’d been taken prisoner. All the 
local field assistants just happened to be busy 
elsewhere. Dad always thinks the best of everyone 
and will probably say that the Maoists must have 
threatened the team and ordered them to leave.”

“That is possible,” Dinesh said. “Maoists have 
that reputation. They get a lot of things done by 
threatening and frightening people.” Dinesh’s eyes 
travelled to the tear in my trousers and the purple 
wound underneath. “Do you need some medicine 
for your leg Alex?”

“No. Thanks. It’s healing fine.” Dinesh didn’t 
look like he agreed but I didn’t want him fussing. I 
continued before he could say any more, “I wonder 
whether any of the field assistants are involved. 
How else would the terrorists know where to 
find my parents? The National Park is huge; you 
don’t just bump into people in the jungle! I don’t 
know what to think. I’d hate it if any of them were 
involved.” I paused to gulp down some more water. 
“But do you know what was really weird?” Dinesh 
just raised his eyebrows to encourage me to keep 
talking. “I saw one of the team in the market in 
Chisapaani* just after we got ourselves free.”

“He was probably shopping.” Dinesh smiled, 
obviously trying to lighten our moods.
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“I’m not convinced.”
“Me neither!” James chimed in.
“So how was the ransom arranged?”
“The Maoists had a stat phone. They ordered 

Dad to arrange it, then he had to phone and lie to us.”
Dinesh whistled through his teeth. “Amai! This 

is bad, bad business.” 

Two hours later, feeling well fed and smelling 
fresher, we were talking on the phone to Paul 
Shortall, a diplomat at the Embassy. He didn’t seem 
all that interested.

“Have you been reading those young James 
Bond adventure stories, sonny?”

“No. Look, will you at least talk to the police 
chiefs in Kathmandu? They might know about this 
Maoist leader who calls himself ‘The Tiger’? And 
the Gurkhas* might have some information too?” 

“I might be able to ask a friend in the Regiment.”
“Promise?” When my own voiced echoed 

back at me, it sounded so child-like that I wasn’t 
confident that he’d bother.

I put the phone down. “What can we do, Dinesh? 
Do you have friends who might speak to the police 
in Kathmandu?”
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He frowned, “I do not know. Sometimes, telling 
the police is not a good thing to do.” 

“Look, we are going to follow our parents. I heard 
the kidnappers say something about Bhalubang. 
That’s on the east-west highway, isn’t it?”

“Yes… I think then… the kidnappers will 
take your parents up to Dhorpatan. It’s a Maoist 
stronghold. Lawless and very remote. You can not 
go there…” Dinesh said.

“Why not?”
“It is too dangerous—even for well-equipped 

adults.”
“Someone’s got to go after them. It’s up to us. 

We’ve got to. You know we have to, Dinesh. We 
know what we’re doing. We’ve been close to this 
area before.”

“It is too difficult. We must wait for your Em-
bassy to act. There are two high passes and very 
few villages offering shelter. And there are bears. 
Bhalubang* means bear village, and I am thinking 
this refers to our most dangerous Himalayan* black 
bears. They are quite common in those Middle 
Hills. You have met the little sloth bear, no? Black 
bears can be very aggressive. They chase people…
kill some…”

Bimbini joined us again. “Really, Daddy! What 
are you saying? Are you trying to totally scare 
our friends?” 
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 “Daddy, I’ve been listening, and I think you 
are exaggerating!”

“No Bimbini, I am not. You must just wait, boys. 
And now I must go to the office. I will return after 
some time.”

My heart sank. 
Once Dinesh had left for work, I said, “We can’t 

just sit around doing nothing!”
“You are right, Alex. I have decided that you 

must go, and I need to go with you!” Bimbini said.
“Cool!” We didn’t know her that well, but what 

we knew we liked. You could mess about with her.
“Daddy was planning to take my brothers and 

me on a pilgrimage to the undying flame in the 
mountain at Mukhtinath. He bought us back-packs 
and warm jackets. These will be perfect for us. I 
will also put churpi* inside and biscuits and some 
firecrackers…”

“Err—fire-crackers—why firecrackers?”
“They’re excellent for scaring away leopards 

and bears—and Maoists…. They might be useful. 
Daddy was right: we will need to look out for bears,” 
she smiled. She was pretty but she wasn’t a stupid 
girly girl. She was graceful and looked so full of the 
self-confidence I wished I had. 

“But won’t your Dad be angry with you?”
“Of course,” she said laughing. “He will be very 

angry, but only for a short time.” 
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“It is also important that I do one thing. My papa 
has been saying that he must introduce me to some 
nice suitable boys. I know what is in his mind...”

“What? Not an arranged marriage!” My mouth 
was probably hanging open in disbelief.

“Exactly so Alex. I mean to show my papa that 
this is not going to happen. I need to show him I do 
not need a husband!”

James and I were too gob-smacked to say 
anything, for a moment... then I managed, “But 
you’re only... my age..”

“Precisely, Alex.” 

We packed and then walked through the 
market to the place where the horse-drawn 
tangas wait. The driver insisted on finding two 
more passengers before he would depart. I paced 
around. I watched several bright green bee-eaters 
lined up on the power cables. When the sunlight 
caught their features they looked like they were 
glowing gold. Every few seconds they swooped out 
to hunt insects and returned to the power-line to 
squeeze the stingers out of bees before gobbling 
them down. I saw James looking at something and 
walked over to see a 50p-sized beetle standing on 
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its head, using its back legs to roll a ball of dung to 
some special place. “Friend of yours, James?”

“At least I’ve got some friends.”
We scrambled aboard the tanga and the 

driver’s whip got the plump little pony trotting. 
We needed to travel the whole 13km width of the 
island to reach the ferry at Kothiyaghat on the 
eastern shore of Rajapur Island. The pony pulled 
us along at surprising speed and I found myself 
gazing at how its muscular butt worked. I zoned 
out. Then there was a massive jolt as we hit a hole 
and it occurred to me that staring at horse butt was 
weird. We weren’t going far but the “road” was so 
rough it was mighty uncomfortable. Each time we 
went over a bump, shock-waves vibrated up my 
spine to my head. “These tangas need some kind of 
suspension,” I complained. 

“It would be more fun riding on the horses!” 
James said.

“Yeah, more comfortable too!”
“Come, Alex, don’t whine like a small child!” 

Bimbini teased.
James mumbled something, which was probably 

rude, but he wasn’t bothered by the jolts either. He 
said, “How are we going to find Mum and Dad if 
we’re not even sure where they’re being taken?” 

I had no idea. I said nothing. 
Bimbini smiled, “Everyone will know if 



26

foreigners have walked through. People notice 
outsiders. We will find them.” 

James started to chuckle. A peacock had been 
startled by the tanga* and was running along just 
in front of the horse, trying to get away. He kept 
glancing over his shoulder as the horse gained 
on him but didn’t realise that if he dodged left or 
right—off the dirt-road—he’d escape. 

“Stupid bird.” James mumbled, “doesn’t he 
know how edible he is!”

“Not stupid at all!” Bimbini challenged him, 
her voice wobbly because of the jolting of the cart. 
James was about to make some teasing remark 
about her, but she carried on, “Peacocks are snake-
killers and they are very clever and very fierce!” 

James and I laughed at the idea of peacocks 
being ferocious, and the idea of being savaged by 
one. They seemed far too thick.

Bimbini said, “They pull the war-god’s chariot. 
And they live a hundred years.”

“Rubbish; that’s complete crap.” I said.
“I’m sorry, Alex, but I don’t think you know 

anything about our animals!” 
She looked cross. We were silent for a while. I 

spotted a cute little stripy palm squirrel bounding 
along a branch, but I didn’t bother to tell the others.

After a while I said to her, “I’ve always wanted 
to ask you how you got your name. It’s a pretty 
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naff name, don’t you think?”
“No actually! It means the very centre of the 

eye. The mysterious middle. I think it suits me!” 
I suddenly wondered if it was going to be a good 
idea having this strong-willed girl along. I sensed 
she was going to be big trouble. Then she smiled 
and said, “As you are my friends, you can call me 
Bim only.”

“Okay.”
Then, James chimed in, irrelevantly as usual, 

“What colour eggs to peacocks lay?”
“I dunno—white maybe?”
“No.”
“Grey?”
“No.”
“Spotty?”
“No. Do you want to know why you’re wrong?”
“Not really, but you’ll tell me anyway…” I said 

wearily.
“Yeah, I will—peacocks don’t lay eggs!”
“What?”
“It’s peahens that lay the eggs!” he said.
“What colour are they then?”
“Don’t know. Don’t care.” 
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By the time we reached the ferry, my bum felt 
permanently deformed. 

Casual chitchat with the ferryman told us 
that he had seen a foreign man and a woman. 
We weren’t far behind them. We tried not to look 
excited by this news.

The ferry—poled across by one man—ran 
aground, startling some black and white stilts 
that were poking around looking for food at the 
river edge. They took off complaining about the 
disturbance. They were also unimpressed by 
all the people and motorbikes and goats getting 
off and on. Soon we were across the river. We 
scrambled up the river bank  and—along with 
most of the other passengers from the ferry—
boarded a bus bound for Kathmandu. It already 
smelled of sick inside. Big letters across the 
windscreen announced that our transport was 
Super Sonic, but it had to go ever so slowly until 
we reached the tarmacked road. Then the driver 
could speed up and we settled down to stare out 
of the puke-smeared windows. 

I saw a tiny boy who looked as if he’d only just 
learned to walk trying to control a water buffalo 
that must have weighed nearly a ton; the white of 
the huge animal’s eyes showed that he was scared 
of the toddler. James pointed to a kid of about 
his age. The boy was dressed in red with a gold 
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turban and there was lots of tinsel. He was sitting 
on a platform hung with red cloth and that was 
being carried shoulder high by four men. “What 
the….?” James almost asked.

“He’s getting married, James,” Bim explained.
“What bad luck!” 
Bim gave James another dirty look. 
After a while, a sandy-coloured jungle cat shot 

across the road. At the road-edge it turned and 
fixed its pale green eyes on mine. It was a small 
animal but looked so cruel I was glad I was inside 
the bus. I wanted to show James, but he was asleep. 
The bus went on. We passed the lurid statue of 
Shiva*, the mighty god of destruction. His cobra 
neck-scarf curled behind his head to form a sun-
shade. 

Quite a long time later the bus slowed. It 
stopped at the big concrete bridge over the vast 
meandering Rapti River at Bhalubang village. I 
nudged James awake and the three of us got down. 

I felt so pessimistic about catching up with our 
parents.
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A sandy-coloured jungle cat shot across the road.
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3

Race to the Pass

Village children shouted as they danced around 
us. “More foreigners!” 

I didn’t enjoy this attention—this celebrity 
status—but at least we didn’t need to ask the people 
of Bhalubang about our parents. One of the adults 
said that a man and a woman had been marched 
north up the Rapti Valley and into the mountains. 
Our parents were already several hours ahead of 
us. Several hours! The villagers got into a lively 
debate. They were speaking quickly and seemed to 
be talking about horses, but I wasn’t sure. One of 
the words Nepalis use for foreigners, gora, sounded 
a lot like the word for horse, ghora.

Bim explained, “They are saying that most 
outsiders who make this journey know it is hard. 
They take horses. They are arguing about whether 
the last group had horses. They are arguing about 



who will rent horses to us also.”
“Tell them we don’t want horses, Bim. We don’t 

have time for any more chat, and I don’t want to 
hear any more about bears. Come on. We have to 
catch up.” 

As if the emphasise the dangers, a huge hornet 
flew close. I felt like crying. We’d hardly slept and 
faced the prospect of a climb to at least 4000m. 
Where was I going to find the energy for such a 
humongous climb? At first though, the way was 
easy and the valley broad. It didn’t take long to get 
back into the rhythm of walking again. Twittering 
birds made this feel like a friendly place. The day 
grew hotter, we grew hotter and mica crystals in 
the sand dazzled us. Then a slight drizzle start-
ed and it felt deliciously cool. Shafts of sunlight 
streaming out from behind the clouds made the 
colours of the countryside strong and beautiful. 
A couple of big sky-blue dragonflies zoomed by, 
then came back, checking us out. 

A rustling sound made me turn my head. I was 
thinking it must be a hog deer or muntjac but it was 
clumsier than a deer would be. James was looking 
towards the noise too and soon a peacock strut-
ted out onto the path. He had raised his tail-feath-
ers to display all those amazing eyes and so many 
shades of glistening blue and green. He quivered 
his feathers to make his display even more im-
32
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pressive but his dull brown mate pecked about 
looking supremely bored—that’s girlfriends for 
you. You have to get them in the right mood, take 
them shopping or something. The peahen flew off 
and the peacock deflated. Poor thing. 

I was suddenly cross with myself. How could I 
be enjoying the scenery and bird-watching when 
our parents were in such danger? 

I started to walk on, but suddenly something 
pulled me backwards, and my clothes tightened 
around my throat. My hands went to my neck to 
protect myself. I turned to see Bim had grabbed 
hold of my clothes.

“What the hell are you doing?”
She pointed to something on a nearby bush. 

I could see nothing at first. “These sting! Nepali 
parents say that if children are naughty, they will 
stick to the face and suck out the eyeballs.” Even 
James winced at that image. I still couldn’t see 
what she was on about. Then I made out a spiky 
green form about the size of two of my thumbs. The 
hairy caterpillar was at the level of my eyes. She’d 
stopped me walking into it. “This will make blood 
blisters. On the face this would not be nice…”

“I know what they are….” 
She strode off, shaking her head. 
“But …. er …thanks,” I said quietly to her 

retreating back. I suppose I should have thanked 



her so she could have heard it really.  Soon she was 
far ahead of us.

We passed a few massive red silk-cotton trees 
with their huge buttresses. A monkey was up at the 
top keeping look out. “Get away! You messed things 
up for us before. Stole our money. Now we’ve 
nothing for you!” I said to it.

“Were you talking to the monkey, Alex? What did 
you say?”

“Nothing.” 
He gave me a funny look. We walked now along 

narrow paths on the mud banks of brimming rice-
fields. We brushed between vivid green rice plants 
weighed down by swelling grain. A sleek black 
racquet-tailed drongo that had been perched on 
a bush swept out to scoop up a flying insect and 
flew back to the same branch on the bush. We 
encountered a small house. Outside on the packed 
mud that made up one wall of the hut, a house 
gecko stalked a fly. A woman was doing something 
to a series of wooden frames. The frames seemed 
to be for stretching out or drying buff-coloured 

34
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sheets of vegetable material. A tortoiseshell 
butterfly flapped by and I thought how amazing 
it was that they look just the same as the ones we 
get in England—the striking patterns of black and 
bright oranges and the delicate blue flecks around 
the borders of the wings.

“Is that edible?” James asked me. 
“What, the butterfly?” 
Even when we were pursuing our parents’ 

kidnappers, all he could think of was his stomach. 
How did he do that? 

“No, those sheets of vegetable stuff?”
“I don’t think so, James.”
“Well, I want to find some curry leaves then. 

They’re so good.”
James was being an idiot, but Bim seemed to 

be on track. She was talking to the woman and I 
assumed she was gathering information from 
about whom the woman had seen and what the 
path was like. Then I realised they were talking 
about us. I was deeply insulted when she described 
us as tourists. Then I thought again and had to 
accept that this was quite a good cover story. 

James was still thinking about food and butted 
in with a question for Bim about the sheets.

Bim looked unimpressed but explained, “This 
is paper, made from Daphne bushes. It is a small, 
small industry for this woman. Tourists like to buy 
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it, even though this is not a good quality, smooth, 
machine-made product. She makes a little money 
and is happy.”

I walked on. Bim jogged to catch me up. “They 
are ahead, no problem.” She skipped on and 
disappeared around a bend in the path. An orangey 
admiral butterfly overtook me. 

A few more paces and something made me stop. 
“What now?” James said.
A big black snake was sprawled on the path 

soaking up the heat of the sun. 
“Is that a krait?” I asked James.
“How should I know?” 
“It is not a krait,” Bim shouted. She was 

sitting beside the path, waiting. “It is a rat snake. 
Harmless—probably. You can pick it up, Alex.”

“Why would I want to?” 
She smiled, “Why don’t you? Frightened are you?”
“No—of course not.”
A lizard with bright orange shoulders was 

watching us; he’d been basking in the sun, but 
went into his routine to attract a girlfriend by doing 
press-ups. 

“Hey, Bim,” I said, keen to change the subject. 
“Did you know that in the mating season, the 
testicles of these lizards swell so much that they 
make up one seventh of the animal’s body weight?”

“Really, Alex. Are you trying to embarrass me or 
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simply show off your scant knowledge? Have you 
no shame?” 

James laughed, “Nah, and they’re called blood-
suckers.”

“But they don’t suck blood,” Bim explained as 
if to two idiots. “It’s just that their colour makes 
them look like they do.” 

“Huh—that’s obvious,” James said. “Blood isn’t 
orange.”

Bim looked at the lizard and then continued, “Take 
care boys! Village Nepalis say that if they brush 
against you, you’ll die.” 

“That’s not true—is it?”
“It is not known,” she said, “but it would be 

unwise to go near.”
I couldn’t tell if she was trying to wind us 

up—scare us—or whether she believed it herself. 
She was probably trying to get back at me for 
embarrassing her. I wondered about catching one, 
sneaking up and putting it on her head so it got 

A lizard with bright orange
 shoulders was watching us
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tangled in her long hair or something but it ran 
off at surprising speed and I doubted I’ve ever 
manage to catch one.

Then James said, “Aw, man. Talking of blood-
suckers. Look at this.”

He’d pulled up a trouser-leg to show us that 
something black was stuck to his shin. A small dribble 
of blood ran from the wound and the leech’s mouth.

“How do I get it off?” He had a load of curry 
leaves in his mouth so wasn’t speaking clearly. “Isn’t 
there something about if you pull them off the jaws 
stay in you and you die of blood poisoning?”

Bim said, “Putting chilli on them makes them 
let go.”

“Have you got any?”
“No. But salt is effective also.”
“Have you got any?”
“No.”
“Would curry leaves work?”
“No, James.”
“Well cheers for that advice then, Bim.”  
I didn’t care. I said, “Keep to the middle of the 

path, then they don’t get you.” 
I turned to a sound. A local woman approached, 

walking along the edge of the rice-field. She was 
smoking in that strange way Nepalis have, the 
cigarette stuck between her littlest fingers so she 
could suck smoke from her fist. 
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“What’s the news, children?” She took another 
puff. 

“Greetings to you, didi*. Have you seen others 
on the path today?”

“No one.” Then, pointing to James’ leg, “There is 
a leech eating you, babu.”*

Bim said, “Let us use your cigarette to take it 
off, didi.”

The woman stooped down and unceremon-
iously pulled the leech off James’s leg. She walked 
on chuckling to herself. I think she was making rude 
comments about the incompetence and stupidity 
of queries*. That’s another word Nepalis have for 
foreigners.

Why hadn’t the woman seen our parents? 
Where were they? Had they turned off somewhere? 
Had the Maoists told the woman not to tell other 
strangers about them? 

A loud bird call started close by and made 
me jump slightly. I tried to pretend I hadn’t been 
startled. The call went brain fev-er, go cra-zy, brain 

fev-er, go cra-zy, brain fever, go crazy, brain fever, 

go crazy, brainfever, gocrazy, brainfevergocrazy, 

gocrazeey,  gocrazeey,  gocrazeey. The call got 
faster and faster and higher and higher in pitch 
so that it sounded like the bird was completely 
insane. It was really unnerving. It made me tenser 
and even more worried—if that was possible. 
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A matrix of swaying rice surrounded us. Each 
slight rise in the ground had been carved by 
terrace-builders: every hillock was green-striped. 
Odd lollypop-shaped trees grew along the skyline. 
Their strange shape came about because children 
shin up to cut off all the side branches to feed to 
their cattle. We’d often watched village kids but 
could never hope to match their climbing skills.

James was now teasing a new leech that was 
on a bush at about chest-level. He leaned forward 
to breathe on it. As it tasted the carbon dioxide in 
his breath, it stretched out towards him, trying to 
get him. Then he waved his finger around it, and it 
followed his movement with its body. Meanwhile a 
different leech was on his trainer moving head over 
tail towards some bare skin. 

Bim saw it too and said, “Take care, James, or 
you will pay for being unkind to this other leech. 
Improve your karma*. Sacrifice a little of your 
blood to give an animal life.”

James made a face and mumbled something 
about the weirdness of girls. 

I said, “Stop messing about, James. Have you 
forgotten Mum and Dad already?”

“No, course not,” he pouted. Shortly thereafter, 
James paused to pull another leech off his leg. He 
now had two nasty little puncture wounds. Both 
dribbled blood.
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As we walked further away from the road, 
there was less cultivation and we were into forest 
that was busy with birds. We disturbed a tumble 
of mongooses. Bim reminded James of the story of 
Lord Ratnasambhava keeping his treasure inside 
mongooses. “So why don’t you catch one, squeeze 
it and see if it pukes treasure?” 

“Bim! We really, really haven’t got time.” But it 
was too late. James had already sprinted off and 
plunged into the undergrowth after it. There was 
a kak kak alarm shout from a langur in a tree above 
us. This was never a good sign. I stood on the path, 

“So why don’t you catch one, squeeze it 
and see if it pukes treasure?”
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fearful and undecided. A few minutes later, James 
returned breathless and empty-handed saying, 
“They’re really fast!” 

“For heaven’s sake, James!”
He didn’t care. 
“We need to go on!”
James took no notice. He was looking down. 

“Eeou. Hey, look my socks are all pink. And sticky. 
They’re squelchy with blood… my blood…”

“Well, stay on the path then!”
I tried to tell myself that I didn’t care, about 

him, about anything. I tuned into unfamiliar calls 

There was a kak kak alarm shout from a langur

 in a tree above us.
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and strange sounds. One gave me the creeps. It 
was like something from the underworld, howling, 
lonely and desolate. “What is that?”

Bim didn’t know either. It howled again; it was 
coming closer. 

“It is some kind of ghost,” Bim suggested 
unhelpfully. 

“But it’s not dark yet.”
James was on ahead. We tramped behind, 

walking single file because the path was narrow 
and overgrown. Deer or wild boar must have 
made this track. 

Unexpectedly, James stopped. I bumped into 
him. “What’s up? What now?”

He stood still and quiet, “What?” I asked again. 
It was unusual for him not to turn around and hit 
me if I ran into him like this. “We’ve got to keep 
going, James.” Still there was no response, but 
there was a noise up ahead. It was something 
large, like a leopard. 

Bim and I looked forward, one over each of 
James’s shoulders. I swallowed—noisily. 
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We were looking into the face of a King Cobra.
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Ready to strike

We were looking into the face of a king cobra. 
It had reared up so that we were eye-to-eye. Its 

hood was spread. It was angry and it was growl-
ing. Since when did snakes growl? It was moving 
its head from side to side, judging distance, getting 
ready to strike. And we knew if a king cobra strikes, 
you’re dead.

 James shuffled backwards into me. I pushed 
Bim back behind me. She ran for it. I wanted to run 
too but knew any sudden movement might make it 
strike. We edged back some more. Our feet made a 
terrific amount of noise, even though we were only 
moving a few centimetres at a time. 

The snake renewed its growling and moved 
closer too. I was still almost completely hidden 
behind my brother. How could I distract it? How 
could I give James a chance to get away? I shuffled 
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further back, trying to keep behind him so that the 
cobra wouldn’t see what I was doing. Slowly, ever 
so slowly, I turned my back to the snake, squatted 
down and picked up three sticks, like ones we used 
to throw for Jan’s crazy dogs to fetch. 

My brother stepped back onto my foot and 
stumbled. Despite his clumsiness and my nerves, 
I managed to lob the sticks high up over my head 
so that they all fell around the snake. One landed 
on its tail. At lightning speed, the snake turned to 
strike at the thing that was attacking it. I grabbed 
James’s arm, “Run!” 

We sprinted away. King cobras are supposed to 
move faster than a running man. I couldn’t tell if it 
was chasing us. We ran until we could run no more; 
we stopped, gasping, propped against a massive 
boulder beside the river.

When I’d got my breath back, I voiced what was 
running round and round in my head. “There’s no 
cure for the king cobra’s bite. They’re so massive 
and they pump in so much venom that there’s 
never time to get help.”

“I know. No need to remind me.” James said. 
“Sorry.”
“Yeah.”
“We don’t need this. We’ve got to get after Mum 

and Dad.” My heart was still pumping at a crazy 
rate. I took a huge in-breath. “Okay?”
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“Yeah, yeah, yeah but I need a drink. Got any 
water, Alex?”

“Suppose you want some of mine.” I rummaged 
in my daysack and handed him the bottle. It was 
almost empty already. James took greedy gulps. 

“Oi! I need some too!” I said pulling it out of his 
hands. I swallowed a few mouthfuls and emptied 
the bottle. By now, Bim had joined us and we 
wandered on. Then I heard another noise from 
the scrub close by. I grabbed James’s arm and said, 
“Shhh!” 

Bim’s eyes widened even more. I wet my finger. 
We were downwind so it might not have smelled 
us. It sounded like a big animal, or maybe more 
than one big animal. We stood listening. James 
darted off the path, pushed between some low-
growing bushes and disappeared. What was wrong 
with him? Hadn’t he taken enough risks? I called 
after him. He said, “Shhh!” again.

“What are you doing, James? It might be a 
leopard, or a bear!” Dinesh had talked of Himalayan 
black bears. He’d said that they were huge, and 
aggressive. 

James reappeared with leaves and sticks in his 
hair, “It’s gone.”

“What? Another leech?”
“No. I dunno what it was. Didn’t see.”
“What is wrong with you!” I shouted.
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“What do you mean?”
“Will you just think for a change! Stop. Being. So. 

Reckless. You’re such an idiot. Stop wasting time!”
“Chill, will you! You’re a complete pain, with 

your mother-hen clucking. And you’re a complete 
wuss too, Alex.”

I was vaguely aware of Bim saying something. 
When we didn’t respond, she strode up to James 
and slapped him hard around the face. He couldn’t 
have looked more shocked if he’d been shot. He 
stood with his hand to his cheek and stuttered, 
“What was that for?”

I started laughing. Bim stepped over and 
slapped me too. “Will you two just STOP IT!” 

She stormed off. I decided we should follow, 
but at a safe distance. A sound like the shout of 
a bunch of football fans celebrating a goal-score 
came from the undergrowth close by. It was as if 
they were cheering Bim’s slaps.

“What the...?”
Several medium-sized brown birds flew out onto 

the path. They looked like they were wearing white 
turbans. There was another football cheer and the 
birds we could see joined in with those we couldn’t. 

“Cool—white-crested laughing thrushes.” 
“Nobody cares, Alex.”
By now Bim said had disappeared around a bend 

in the path. 
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“Come on, James. We need to keep up.” 
He stood, feet planted apart, hands on hips, 

then changed his mind and followed. 
We hadn’t caught up with Bim or even caught 

sight of her. I started to worry just a little. Then 
there was another rustle from the bushes beside 
the path. Just as I turned to look, Bim jumped out 
and grabbed me. I nearly messed myself. 

“That really wasn’t funny, Bim,” I said.
“Yeah, it was,” James laughed. “You should’ve 

seen the look on your face!”
I went on sulkily. I’d get my revenge. I plotted as 

we continued, for what seemed like hours. A cicada 
started up in his strange metallic voice; another 
grated back. Maybe I could use a cicada to spook 
her? On and on we walked. I hoped we’d come to 
a village. Then we could fill up our water bottles 
and might even get something to eat, but there was 
no point thinking about food. There weren’t any 
houses anywhere. We didn’t even meet any more 
locals. We plodded on through uncultivated land. 

I heard another cicada and tried to catch it. That 
isn’t so easy. They throw their voices so they sound 
as if they are somewhere else. I finally spotted one 
camouflaged against a tree-trunk. The insect went 
quiet as I approached. I darted a hand out and 
scooped it up. I felt it squirt some stuff in defence. 
I kept it in my cupped hands. I caught up with Bim. I 
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kept it casual. She didn’t suspect anything. The collar 
of her shirt just invited me to drop the cicada down 
the back of her neck. And that’s just what I did.

She shrieked, “What’s that! It’s moving. It’s 
alive. It’s wet! Get it out!”

“Do you really want me to??” 
She wriggled and squirmed, but disappointingly 

my cicada soon dropped out of the bottom of her 
shirt. She continued to dance about. “Do you want 
me to reach inside for it then?”

“Yes—quick. No—don’t you dare!” She shrieked. 
“You—you—I’ll get you back, Alex!” 

A bit later Bim pointed to the path we needed 
to take ahead. It took us up onto a spur a couple 
of hundred metres above the river. From up there, 
we could see miles downstream and a long way 
ahead too. The view was terrific and the scale of 
the mountains awe-inspiring. I felt so small and 
powerless. Then below us, I spotted five figures as 
tiny as ants. It had to be them. This had to be Mum 
and Dad, and three kidnappers. I squinted to try to 
see which were Mum and Dad. They were on foot. 
They weren’t riding horses. That was good. It would 
give us a better chance of catching up with them.

Almost echoing my thoughts, Bim said, 
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“They’re moving slowly. We will catch up with 
them in a few hours.”

“Yeah maybe we can catch up, climb above them 
and cause some kind of diversion by pushing rocks 
down or something.”

“That might work,” James said.
“We’d have to warn them somehow,” Bim said.
“Yes of course. But look,” I said. “They’re on the 

other side of the river! How did they manage that?” 
“They must have started on the other side at 

Bhalubang. We didn’t ask, did we, Alex?” 
Then Bim pointed to a wire stretched taught 

across the river. “It’s okay. We can cross on that.”
“I’m not. If it’s not broken already, it’ll probably 

snap when we get on it,” I said.
James backed me up, for a change. “Yeah, they 

might be like zip-wires but you don’t zip anywhere. 
Dad says it’s really difficult pulling yourself across 
the river while you are squatting in that bo’sun’s 
chair thing.”

“Am I travelling with weaklings? These are no 
problem—unless you are totally without strength 
in your arms.”

James and I looked at each other, stumped 
for a good come-back. Then, a few minutes later, 
salvation, “Look there’s a bamboo bridge.”

Bim didn’t look impressed. “I suppose we better 
head for that then.” She added, “We must be careful, 
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you know. This countryside is open so they’ll be 
able to see us coming soon. And by the way, Alex, 
what is your a plan when we get close?”

“Err. We follow, then if they imprison Mum and 
Dad we can tell the army where they are—can’t 
we? Or maybe we’ll think of a better plan.” I didn’t 
want to admit I felt useless. 

"Look, do you think we can carry on walking 
through the night? The moon is rising in the 
evening and gives enough light to walk by. Then we 
could get close. Couldn’t we?”

“Yes, but we must get off the sky-line—now—in 
case they see us!”

“Okay, okay. And I suppose we can't cook until 
after dark either, otherwise the smoke will give us 
away,” James added, looking depressed.

At last we felt as if we had the start of a plan. We 
jogged along the narrow path that took us off the 
top of the spur, and zig-zagged down to the river. 
We were quite breathless by the time we’d got 
that low again, and took a break. While James was 
rummaging in his day-sack for biscuits, I decided 
to wash away some of the grime. The icy water 
numbed my hands. It was so cold it could stop your 
heart if you fell in. I remarked, “This water must 
come from a glacier.”

“Of course it comes from a glacier!” Bim said. 
“And if you fall in I won’t be rescuing you.”
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James was sitting by the clear sparkling water, 
happily nibbling biscuits.

Bim pointed at James’s bloody leg and said. 
“You need to wash those leech-bites, otherwise 
they will get infected.” 

When did she get so bossy? She was becoming 
a complete pain. 

I said, “Hey! Listen!”
“Not another of your tricks, Alex!”
“No—seriously. Listen will you, Bim!”
“Isn’t that the sound of hooves? Surely we 

haven’t caught up with them already?”
“It’s not them, Alex,” she whispered. 
We sat, trying to tune into all the sounds. I 

scanned around peering into the scrubby forest 
that surrounded us. It sounded large enough to 
be a horse, but it didn’t sound like a horse being 
ridden in a straight line. I saw movement. I saw 
what looked like the backside of a big horse, but it 
was a funny colour for a horse. It was kind of blue-
grey. Then I made out a stiff mane and short horns.

Bim saw it too. “Nilgai,” she breathed. “Blue 
Bull. A sacred antelope that no one may kill.”

It ran. It sounded as if there were several 
animals.

She was smiling. These were a rarity. “Oh and 
I nearly forgot,” she added. “We haven’t tried the 
churpi yet.” 
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I examined the pieces of pale rock-like material 
she handed me. “This isn’t edible.” 

“Put it in your cheek and let it soften slowly,” 
she ordered. “It will give you strength—to face the 
bridge.”

“I don’t need strength. I’m already mega-
strong.” James pouted.
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           “If you look at the moon, there’s a hare!"
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5

Bamboo Bridge

While Bim washed, we lay flat out, soaking 
up some energy from the sun. My muscles ached. 
We’d already done eight hours walking. Near me, 
a dusky tortoiseshell butterfly settled and slurped 
at a deer dropping. This one was darker than the 
ones we’d seen already. Further away green and 
blue bee-eaters flew in and out of nest holes in the 
sandy orange riverbank. Then my guts contracted 
as I thought about our parents again. I scrambled 
stiffly to my feet. The churpi rattled around my 
mouth like a stone. My stomach rumbled and soon 
we had to cross the river on that flimsy bridge. 

“Look!” James said.
“What now?” I said expecting him to show me 

some pathetic little insect. I was bored with his 
enthusiasm for creepy-crawlies. The path through 
this now desolate countryside was forced to curve 
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around another great rock. James had disappeared 
behind the rock.

“Wicked!” I heard him say. I followed him 
around the rock and found myself standing three 
metres from a huge, hook-beaked bird. It was about 
the same size as James. Black feathers around its 
eyes made it look as if it was wearing a mask. It 
looked powerful and dangerous. “Don’t go any 
closer, Alex. If a vulture feels trapped, it pukes its 
rotting stomach contents at you!” 

I didn’t care and the vulture didn’t want trouble. 
It took off. The turbulence from its wings ruffled 
my hair. As it circled upwards, it tipped to catch 
updrafts, the finger-like feathers at its wingtips 
waved at us. Its body was white and its wings and 
tail-tip dark. Another vast vulture joined the first. 
They spiralled up together in an aerial dance.

“That one’s got something in its claws.” James 
said. And then after we’d be watching a while, 
“Look has it dropped something or has it done a 
big poop?”

Bim was looking at us, unimpressed as usual. 
“You should have more respect. These birds have 
great power. One such bird tried to rescue the 
goddess Sita when the evil Ravana stole her away 
from her worthy husband….” 

A large object fell from the second bird. It 
turned and dived after it at terrific speed, back 
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down towards us and the boulders. The vulture 
reappeared, flying up with the object in its claws 
again. It circled upwards and when it was really 
high again, dropped it once more.

“Hey, it must be one of those vultures that eat 
bone marrow. They drop bones so that they can 
gulp down the bits.” James said.

“Sounds scratchy.”
“You boys have some very strange conversations. 

Here, have some more churpi!”
“No thanks. I’ve still got the first bit.”
My focus was drawn closer by a slight movement 

on a bush close by. It took me a moment to make out 
a superbly camouflaged praying mantis. I looked 
at its green triangular face, vicious stabbing front 
legs and unblinking eyes, then moved back a little. 
I could never quite convince myself they wouldn’t 
bite. James called them playing mantises, maybe 
because he did more playing than praying but they 
neither played nor prayed. They should be called 
preying mantises. They are merciless creatures—
females even eat their mates. How was that a 
natural thing to do?

It was spooky how ruthless it looked. I 
imagined her eating her mate while he silently 
squirmed. That horrible thought conjured up the 
cruel faces of my parents’ kidnappers. We needed 
to rush on. 
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Half an hour further upstream we came to the 
bridge. It was made out of pieces of giant bamboo. 
Although these were very long, they reached only 
about a third of the way across the river. Over-
lapping bundles had been loosely lashed together 
with vines into a straggly, unstable-looking arc. 

“I’ll go first.” I said, trying to sound confident. 
Bim looked as if she was going to say something 

but changed her mind. 
I continued, “Wait until I get right across before 

you two follow.”
They both looked at me as if I had no right to 

be giving orders. What did they know! I retied 
my laces, adjusted my back-pack and stepped up 
onto one of the pieces of big bamboo that lay at 
the centre of the bridge. It moved a lot under me. 
Although each piece of bamboo was thicker than 
my leg, up close the construction looked like a pile 
of giant matchsticks. Stepping slowly forwards, I 
transferred my weight onto the other foot. Another 
bamboo moved down as the first rebounded. It felt 
a bit like one of those stepper exercise machines 
in gyms. As I planted each step, I couldn’t avoid 
seeing the river surging beneath my feet. It made 
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me feel dizzy. Destabilised me. I knew that even if 
you didn’t die when you first fell into the icy water, 
not even the strongest swimmer can survive in a 
river that’s so very cold and moving so very fast. 

Then in my head, I started talking to myself. 
This is easy, Alex. The bridge is well secured. It’s 
new. Only built after the last monsoon. Lots of 
locals will have been over it.

“Come on Alex. What’s taking you so long?” 
James shouted.

“It’s wobbling horribly .....”
“Just get on with it, you WUSS.”
I made a face at James and grabbed struts 

that seemed to be designed as hand rails. I edged 
over, slow as slow. Finally my feet were on the 
grassy river bank on the other side. “Okay James,” I 
shouted, my knees still trembling, “Your turn.”

He hitched up his back-pack, stepped onto the 
bridge, competently adjusting his weight as the 
bridge moved. He walked across, and jumped off 
with a big grin. “That was easy! You were really 
scared, weren’t you, Alex!”

Bim also seemed to find crossing straight-
forward  and had soon jumped down and joined 
us. She said, “Let’s walk a bit more—till sundown, 
then we’ll cook.” 

Since when was she in charge?
I was about to walk on when James grabbed my 
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sleeve and pointed. He’d seen something moving 
amongst the boulders beside the river. I couldn’t 
make out what it was. I wasn’t interested.

Bim said, “Look what fun they are having!”
There were two of them chasing each other 

round the rocks and bouncing on each other like 
kittens. They were weasel-shaped, about half a 
metre long, a deep reddish brown with yellow 
throats and long tails. They moved so gracefully.

“And they are…?”
“Himalayan yellow-throated martens.”
“Nice.”
We strode out now, cheered by seeing the 

martens, but as I walked I wondered what we’d be 
able to do when we did catch up. What could three 
kids do against armed men with a reputation for 
violence? We passed a water-wheel that turned a 
drum which sent a constant stream of prayers to 
the Buddha. A bit further on om mani padme hum* 

was carved into the hillside. I wondered if praying 
might help.

The path snaked on up and down, through scrub 
and then thick forest. Unbelievably my annoying 
little brother had disappeared again. I heard, 
“Shhh!” Then silence. Then a scuffling sound. James 
was in a patch of scrub and was giggling in there.

“Come and look at this!” He said.
“What?”
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“Just come!” I negotiated lianas and thorny 
underbrush to see James laughing at the weirdest 
creature. It had a long snout, piggy eyes, tiny ears 
and it was covered in bronze scales; it was sniffing 
vigorously seeming to discover the best places to 
find food, then using its enormous front claws was 
digging into the bottom of a termite hill. Then it 
dragged out quantities of termites by thrusting in 
its long, glue-sticky tongue. It wasn’t bothered by 
the termites that were running all over its face.

“Wow, I thought pangolins were nocturnal.” I 
said. “This one must be an insomniac!”

“Ooh, in-som-niac. Alex is using big words again.”
Our voices spooked this strange-looking 

creature. It stood up on its hind legs to get a good 
look at us and then wandered easily up a nearby 
tree. It used its clumsy-looking claws and long, 
thick, prehensile tail to cling on.

“COME ON James. We’re not on a tourist trip, 
you know.”

In my head I was thinking that if there is a 
Hindu god of wildlife, he was having a laugh at our 
expense. We’d spent endless months sitting bored 
waiting for a glimpse of some rare animal or other, 
but now, when we had more important things to do, 
they seemed to be everywhere. Then I said in my 
head, “But you’ll see us all right won’t you Ganesh, 
mate?” Then I thought I wasn’t being very respectful 
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and that wouldn’t impress Ganesh. Maybe I should 
ask Bim how to get Ganesh on our side.

The path started seriously climbing again 
and, a while later, in the next big patch of forest, 
the trees were monstrously massive. They  looked 
carved out of moss. Lots had big showy purple 
flowers growing out of crevices in the trunks, like 
something you’d buy in a garden centre. Orchids. 
Bright red, long-tailed minivets and iridescent 
deep green sunbirds flitted around them. The 
tortoiseshell butterflies up here at this altitude 
were really dark. Dark insects can absorb the sun’s 
warmth more effectively so they can still function 
when the air is really cold. 

While we walked, we were warm but the 
moment the sun dropped behind the mountain 
ridges, the air became really cold. Then, as the light 
began to fade and the moon came up, we stopped to 
rest a bit. We gathered firewood. Bim said, “Look for 
Daphne twigs because they burn even when sticks 
are green.” She showed us straggly shrubs with little 
whitish flowers that smelled like a girl’s perfume. 
“These are the bushes that village woman was using 
to make paper...” 

By the time the fire was crackling, we could see 
our breath. Our sweat-damp clothes chilled us too. 
We cooked rice and ate it with some very chewy, 
dried, smoked meat. The meal was perfect but when 
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we drank the river water, it gave us belly-ache. It was 
so cold. Warming some in the embers helped. 

“Ready to go on?”
“I’m ready,” Bim said.
“Yeah, but I need SOME sleep tonight,” James 

whined.
“We’ll walk for a while, stop for five minutes, 

walk and see how we feel. Even a couple more hours 
will get us really close to Mum and Dad. Walking 
through some of the night will keep us warm and 
we might find somewhere good to shelter for the 
rest of the night…”

On we tramped, in silence again. 
The moon was surprisingly bright and walking 

in the moonlight was easier than I expected. I didn’t 
miss my footing once. We’d spent most of that day 
negotiating steep ups and downs but now, in the 
dark, we were walking on a gentle upward incline. 
We were making good speed. 

Bim said, “Hey boys, look at the moon.”
James’ eyes looked up to heaven rather than at 

the moon.
“Can you see the hare?”
“What?”
“If you look at the moon, there’s a hare! Look. 

See its ears?”
“Yeah,” James admitted. “It isn’t an old man at all!” 
“You know, we Nepalis love to tell stories; it is a 
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good way of passing the time on a journey. We say it 
makes the miles seem shorter. I shall tell you a story 
about this hare. Want to hear it?”

“Okay.” We both said.
“But we must keep walking.” I added.
“Don’t worry Alex. I am female so I can both 

walk and tell stories,” Bim said. “So… long, long ago 
one hare was wandering in the jungle and he met a 
starving man. The hare felt sorry for the man and 
allowed itself to be eaten.”

“Not the cleverest thing to do,” James said 
unnecessarily.

“You are too rude, James—I was telling about 
the kind hare. The Buddha saw this thing and want-
ed to make a monument. He took a mountain and 
squeezed the juice out of it.”

“What?” 
“With this ink made from a mountain The 

Buddha drew a picture of the hare on the moon. 
Now everyone remembers the hare’s sacrifice.”

“I guess that’s good news. Next time I’m hungry 
maybe a jungle fowl will lie down and die at my feet 
so I can eat it.”

“You have no understanding James, and no 
culture.” 
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About three hours later, as the moon was about 
to dip behind the mountains, we came to a rocky 
over-hang that looked the perfect place to shelter 
for the rest of the night. There were lots of dry 
goat droppings, which made the ground soft. They 
probably smelt less than we did. We fell down 
gratefully, snuggling together, aching for sleep. 

Not long after we’d settled, there was that 
unearthly lonely howling again. It moved around, 
down by the river, like a lost soul searching for a 
drowned loved one. 

It howled again. 
“It’s coming closer!” Bim said, her voice cracking.
We strained our eyes to see. 
“I’m sure it is some kind of ghost!” Bim persisted. 
“Stop saying that!”
Then down by the river I spotted something. It 

was small. It was trotting lightly. It stopped, lifted 
its snout and made its blood-curdling howl again, 
which sent shivers down my spine. What was it? 

It moved into a pool of moonlight. I made out a 
wolf-like shape. “It’s only a scavenging jackal!”

“I’m not sure,” Bim said. “And anyway, hearing the 
howl of a jackal is a bad omen. Something terrible will 
happen now. Jackals stay with the gods of death.” 

“Shut up, Bim. This isn’t helping.”
This reminded me of the spine-chilling carvings 

in Lalitpur in Kathmandu showing jackals pulling 
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out bits of partially cremated corpses from a 
funeral pyre. How spooky was that? 

Then she said, “Jackals grow horns when they 
howl like this. Some clever people catch a jackal 
when it’s howling, kill it and keep the horn. It gives 
its owner magical powers, and with it you can see 
in the dark.” 

“That’s really stupid—jackals don’t have 
horns.” James said. “And it’s carrots that help you 
see in the dark.”

We snuggled down again, glad we were not 
alone. 

... hearing the howl of a jackal is a bad omen.
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6 

Fighting for Breath

Sometime during the night, I woke, fighting 
for breath. Deep Voice was strangling me. His 
pock-marked face wore an evil grin. I thrashed 
and wriggled. I struggled and squirmed to break 
free. My hands went up to my throat to pull his 
away, but there was nothing, nobody. 

It had been a nightmare. Only that. I’d 
thought I’d cried out, but James and Bim were 
still sound asleep. I moved. I felt as if someone 
had been sitting on my chest. I tried to sit up 
without disturbing the others. I looked down at 
James. He’d always been able to sleep anywhere. 
I envied him that. I watched him for a bit. He 
wasn’t breathing. Neither was Bim. I leaned in 
closer. They really weren’t breathing.

I was about to shake them awake when they 
both took huge in-breaths. I watched as their 
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breathing, normal at first, got shallower and 
shallower until they stopped breathing once more. 
I was just about to shake them awake a second 
time when they took huge gasping in-breaths and 
started breathing again. 

“Of course,” I whispered to myself, “it’s the 
altitude.” That had caused my nightmare too. Low 
oxygen does weird things to the body but shouldn’t 
do them any harm. I lay down and tried to sleep 
some more. I couldn’t shut out the sounds of Bim 
and James’ weird breathing though. I kept thinking 
they’d died.

It was light when I woke again. My teeth 
chattered, despite the warm jacket. “Thank you, 
Dinesh,” I said out loud.

“What?” James asked, scratching his crotch. Bim 
stirred then pointedly rolled over and looked the 
other way. James scrambled to his feet, stretched 
and wandered off for a pee, mumbling about his 
head hurting. Suddenly he shouted, “Alex—Help!”

“What?”
“Come quick!” he shrieked like a baby.
I ran down to him. “What’s up?”
“What do I do about this?”
“What?”
“There’s something stuck in my ear!”
“It’s probably nothing, James.”
“It’s in my ear!” He’d really lost his cool now.
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I looked. “Aggh, it’s a tick. It’s all fat and red. It’s 
been feeding on you.”

“Get it out!” James tipped his head over and 
frantically we wiggled his ear until a big bloated 
thing like a kidney bean fell out. We stood there 
looking at it.

“It must have been in there for a while; ticks are 
usually difficult to get off,” I said.

James wasn’t listening but instead was peering 
at his parasite as it lay on the ground. Then he 
jumped on it. 

“Yeah!” he said with huge satisfaction. 
Next he was peering into his underpants. “Oh, 

man. There’s one crawling around in here, too.”
I went to look. He let go of the band of his 

underpants so that they snapped, then scowled at me. 
“Why are you looking? What’s wrong with you?”

“Sorreee. I thought you wanted me help.”
“Weirdo.”
He rummaged in his underpants some more 

and pulled out another bloated tick and splatted 
that one too.

“Any more?”
“Why? Do you want one?”
The valley was so steep the sun needed to 

rise quite high before it reached us. Then it felt 
wonderful—like standing in front of an open fire. 
Only then did our hands and feet slowly start to 
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come back to life. 
“Hey let’s rest for a few minutes, eh?” 
The others nodded. They were out of breath too.
I sat and a leaf came to life and flew away. I’d 

disturbed an orange oakleaf butterfly. They are per-
fectly camouflaged until they open their wings, then 
they show a deep blue colour.

We were into forest again and amongst 
twittering birds. The sounds cheered me up a bit. 
I pictured Mum’s smiling face as she listened to 
birdsong and that made me feel horrible again. 
Then I started thinking about what might be 
lurking in the trees. 

There were the usual scuttings and rustlings of 
insects and small rodents in the leaf-litter. But then 
I started wondering if I was imagining the sounds 
made by a larger animal. “Did you hear something?”

“No.” said James. 
“Oh yes, I hear it Alex.” Bim said. “There’s 

something large over there by that big tree.”
“Mmm, that’s what I thought.” 
“What is it?” James asked.
“Don’t want to wait to find out.” Bim shouted.
“What?” James stood there looking idiotic.
“Run, James!”
As we took off I registered the sounds of a 

large lumbering animal. It was fast and it was 
coming after us. It seemed to be speeding up. It 
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was definitely gaining on us. I’d decided it must be 
a leopard. I snatched up a stick and increased my 
pace. There were trees of all sizes around us and I 
thought about climbing out of danger. But leopards 
are good climbers. 

Bim shouted, “Look we need to get up a small 
tree—one each. Quick!” 

She didn’t need to tell us twice. We were both 
up ours’ before she’d started climbing hers. 

A big black shape burst out of the undergrowth. 
It was followed by another. These were shaggy-
coated bears with white v-shapes on their chests. 
Himalayan black bears—the most dangerous kind 
in Nepal. They sniffed and grumbled at the bottom 
of James’s tree. I shouted at them and banged on 
my tree with my stick. Looking immensely bored, 
they came over and grumbled and sniffed around 
the base of my tree. I was up a thin, spindly alder. 
There was a risk that the bendy branch I was 
standing on might snap. One of the bears stood up 
on its hind legs and raised its front paws. It was 
massive—surely it was far more than two metres 
nose to tail. I was only just above the level it could 
reach. “Can bears jump?” I asked. No one replied. 
I did some more shouting and banging, which 
interested rather than intimidated the bears. One 
sat looking up, licking its lips.

“Do bears eat meat?” James called across.
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Four Himalayan Black Bears sat together under 
my tree sniffing the air then licking their lips. 
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“Oh, yes, they do,” Bim shouted. “They take 
sheep, goats and even cattle.”

I didn’t need this.
“They look hungry now,” James added 

unhelpfully.
“Shut up. Think positive. They won’t climb up to 

us…” My bendy branch sagged a bit lower. 
The bears sat, as if they had all the time in the 

world. They looked like they had nothing better to 
do than wait for us to come down—or fall down.

There was another sound and two more bears 
ambled into view—the kids I supposed. 
The four of them sat together under my tree sniffing 
the air then licking their lips. They were probably  
wondering what I tasted like. 

A bit later, I noticed movement in James’ tree. 
He was breaking off bits of stick and throwing them 
at the bears but his missiles were so light that the 
bears hardly even noticed them. 

An idea struck me. I moved around so that I was 
looking at the nearest bear eye to eye. He watched 
me as I loosened my trousers and peed in his face. 
My wee hit his nose and splashed into his eyes; 
he blinked, sneezed and shook his head. He didn’t 
move from beneath my tree though.  

In desperation, I threw my stick. It bounced off 
his dripping nose. He grunted. Then, finally, and 
with a big sigh he got up and shambled away. His 
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girlfriend followed and then the kids. They left a 
lingering musty scent.

We stayed up our trees for ages. The bears 
seemed to have gone though—back to their search 
for wild honeycombs in amongst the local crags—
but none of us wanted to be the first to come down. 
James’s patience failed first and he slid down to 
the ground. I watched, my ears straining for bear 
sounds. 

“Come on you two!” James said.
Bim and I climbed gingerly down, and the three 

of us continued.
The path now started to climb steeply. Snot-

gobblies of green moss dangled from the dripping 
rocks. Spectacular waterfalls poured down polished 
cliff-faces. A great smooth scoop of limestone 
even fired one of the streams upwards and out, 
away from the cliff. Gigantic bees’ nests the shape 
of elephant ears hung high above us. There were 
some long pieces of giant bamboo lashed together 
and propped up against the cliff. 

Bim said, “Look. Those villagers are planning to 
capture that honey. They are making a ladder.”

I didn’t care about that. I was listening for bears 
again. I was pretty sure there was something above 
us. I could hear small stones being knocked down. I 
scanned the cliffs and the cliff edges but I think the 
others reckoned I was becoming paranoid. They 
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were keen to press on. Then I saw what was making 
the sounds. High up on a sheer rockface, two small 
deer were picking along a tiny ledge, casually 
nibbling plants that were growing out of crevices 
and in little indentations where dribbles of water 
had allowed moss and stuff to grow. One little slip 
and they’d be mincemeat. I wished I could be that 
cool on a cliff edge. The deer were a rich chocolate 
brown colour flecked with grey. I wished they were 
made of chocolate. “You could make good friends 
with those musk deer, James. They’ve got special 
equipment for making bad smells—like you.”

Breathing was becoming harder as we climbed 
on up and we stopped often to pant. James was 
struggling and Bim was also finding the air too thin. 
Soon there was ice wherever there should be water. 
Tiny streamlets were frozen into beautiful lines of 
icicles. A frosting of ice crystals covered the short-
cropped plants. The path got steeper still so that in 
places we needed to use our hands to scramble up. 
The patches of ice got larger. There were pockets of 
old snow in shaded crevices. 

Then three heads appeared on the skyline 
above us. I stopped, squinting into the bright sun. 
Who was waiting for us? My first thought was: 
kidnappers. If it was them, we’d never get away; we 
were finished. I strained to see. The heads bobbed 
in and out of sight, disappeared and reappeared. 
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There were giggles. Childish giggles. Children 
came tearing down the mountainside at break-
neck speed, as only hills-people dare. They were 
shouting excitedly. Two of the children carried 
younger sisters (or maybe brothers) on their backs. 
They all wanted to stare at us from close up. 

“Come brothers! Sister! Come to our home!” 
they said, and with delighted laughter they led us 
to a cluster of little houses that were tucked around 
a bluff out of sight of the path. The roofs were made 
of woven bamboo mats that looked as if they’d 
been simply thrown over each tiny hut. They’d 
scratched out some terraces to grow a few straggly 
vegetables. I wondered where they got their water 
from. There were water pots lying about but no 
pump or stream. Then a woman arrived at the 
shack with a full water pot on her head. I must be 
tough carrying all the water you want to use.

“Come! Take rice with us.” That was music to 
our ears.

Chickens fled noisily out of the house as we 
ducked inside. One of the children said, “I wish my 
Daddies were here to meet you!”

“How many Daddies do you have?” I asked in 
surprise.

“Four, but they are all away with the goats in 
the next valley. They will be back before winter.” 

Quietly and with disapproval in her voice, Bim 
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explained, “Some of the hills people live in families 
where all the brothers marry one woman! It seems 
most strange.”

“Yeah. Weird or what?” I said. “I don’t think 
Mum would like that idea.” 

“No—I’m sure she wouldn’t!” James agreed. 
“In most of my country men have two wives, 

some have more,” Bim said. 
“Weird,” I said. “I wonder what system would 

be best. What do you think James?”
“I like the idea of having lots of dads because 

then there would always someone to play football 
with. But if you had lots of mums then there would 
be lots of kids in the house to play with too.”

“Yeah but there would be lots and lots of 
nagging about tidying your room....” 

I tried to tell the children about our life, about 
parents going out to work, about nurseries and 
babysitters and small scattered families. They 
thought us very strange. 

One boy said, “It must be boring not having lots 
of brothers and cousins to play with.” 

Another asked if Bim was my wife! 
I didn’t know what to say except “NO!” Then 

I wondered, briefly, if I might have insulted or 
embarrassed her—until she blew me a kiss. I tried 
to look as if I didn’t care. I’m sure I blushed.

After a bit more chit-chat, so that we didn’t 
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arouse suspicions, we asked about other travellers. 
We tried to make it sound casual and unimportant.

“Your two friends came with three men, but we 
hid from them… we thought they might take our 
food…. Sometimes men come and steal from us. It 
is hard living here.” 

“Are the foreigners far ahead?” I asked the 
children.

“They are nearby. They walk slowly. The woman 
is ill and walks badly. She has pain in one leg.” James 
and I looked at each other. I felt sick. Mum’s knee 
was hurting before but now she was ill too. We 
were high enough for mountain sickness. Maybe 
that was why James had been complaining of a 
headache as well. They might be in greater danger, 
or maybe if Mum was slowing them up, we might 
have a better chance of catching up with them. Just 
as long as she wasn’t going so slowly they might 
want to kill her.

“Where were those people going?” Bim asked 
the kids.

“Dhorpatan—they will go over two high passes. 
The path is difficult….” 

When Nepalis say that a path is difficult, that 
usually means it is horrendous—or poop-your-
pants-scary. Bim must have read my thoughts 
(though I hoped she didn’t see the pant-pooping 
part). She turned to me and said in English, “It is as 
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my father described. The way will be steep.”
She turned back to the villagers and asked, 

“How much snow is there?”
“Not much—not above the waist.”
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But then it stopped, turned and 
stood up on its back legs showing 

off its snow-white throat.
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 7

Gone to Heaven?

The children grew bored with our questions 
and asked lots of their own. They wanted to know 
if we had met the queen. (That made Bim smile). 
They asked about our school. They talked a lot 
about why we had yellow hair and where our 
brothers and sisters lived. When we told them 
that we were the only two, they said they were 
sorry to hear that our family was so poor. 

Bim explained how hard children work and 
how they add to a family’s wealth. That’s why 
they thought we were poor. A woman brought in 
some food and we could hardly wait to get it down 
our throats. It tasted so good. She tutted at us 
sympathetically.

James said, “This is funny rice!”
“Aggh, it’s millet,” I said.
“What—the stuff budgies eat?” James asked.
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“Yes,” Bim said. “Parakeets and poor Nepalis. I 
don’t suppose they can grow rice at this altitude. 
There is very little for these people to eat 
sometimes.” She was looking unimpressed again. 
What was her problem? 

“I wonder how high we are,” I asked, but the 
villagers had no idea. 

Bim said, “I guess we are over 3000m.”
We gave them a few rupees for our food and 

started on up again. The children ran along with 
us until their parents called them back to work. 
“Those children are so lucky—not having to go to 
school,” James said.

“Mmm, maybe,” Bim said. “They don’t get time 
to play either though…”

Up, endlessly up, we plodded. It was hard 
going. Could the path get any steeper and any 
more crumbly? Sometimes we knocked down big 
boulders. I felt slightly sick as I watched them 
bounce and crash way down the mountainside. I 
tried not to think about what would happen if one 
of us fell. There wasn’t much to grab for if you did 
start to tumble.

We stopped often. Stopped to gasp. Stopped to 
catch our breath. The cold air stabbed deep into 
my lungs. It felt like someone was shoving icicles 
inside me. It started to snow. The ground grew 
more slippery. We got more out of breath. Then 
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Bim said, “Weasel!”
“What have I done wrong now?”
“Nothing—look! There!”
She pointed to a smallish bright foxy red animal 

bounding away from us. But then it stopped, turned 
and stood up on its back legs showing off its snow-
white throat. It looked at us for a few moments, 
then bounded away. “Nice, eh?” I said.

“No I do not like these animals. They are killers. 
They fear nothing. Sometimes they will attack 
villagers’ chickens and they often kill more than 
they can eat. They like to drink the blood also. He 
has short legs only but he isn’t troubled by climbing 
like you two boys!”

James and I just looked at each other, realising 
it was best to say nothing. Then Bim did a strange 
thing. She strode over to a white-trunked tree and 
ripped a handful of bark off it. What came off in her 
hand were sheets of the stuff and she handed it to 
me saying. “Paper birch—now you can write all 
about our adventures!”

I unrolled it and saw that it was just like paper. 
Some of it was bigger than A4 size and would be 
quite a good substitute for paper. She said, “Long 
long ago holy men wrote our scriptures on such 
paper. Sometimes a lama will write a sacred 
mantra on a piece of this bark and place it in an 
amulet. Have you seen people wearing little cloth 
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envelopes around their necks?”
“Yeah, I wondered what they were. They never 

look pretty.”
“It keeps the person who wears it safe.”
“Yeah, yeah very interesting, but we don’t have 

time for a religious studies lesson, Bim!”
She pulled a snarly face at me. 
“Come! Let’s go!”

Bim was soon way ahead again. She looked 
strong but I could see that James wasn’t. He was 
focussing on putting one foot in front of the other. 
He wasn’t really looking at anything—except 
where he was about to place the next foot. We 
were into sparse pine forest now. Snow had blown 
between the trees and lay in huge drifts, and I 
began to worry that the pass would be impassable 
already. We had to press on.

Something long, low and pale brown was 
moving between the trees. It took me a while to 
work out it was another weasel. At first I thought it 
had a dark beard, but then realised it was carrying 
a mouse-hare or something it is mouth. As it ran off 
its very white feet showed and I decided it looked 
like it was wearing white socks.
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In the moments I’d paused to study the weasel, 
James had made quite good progress. He and I had 
been climbing at the same rate. I found it easiest 
to zigzag up the mountain; James trudged straight 
up. I walked further and faster; James went slower 
but less distance. I noticed he was heading towards 
a particularly smooth patch of snow. He stomped 
straight across it. Suddenly he was up to his chest 
in a snow-drift. The fall had woken him from his 
trance. He was silent but thrashing about. Each 
time he moved, the snow collapsed in around him. 
He couldn’t get out. He wasn’t going anywhere.

I strode over to help. I fell in too. Now we 
were both floundering; getting nowhere. Finally 
though by stomping down the snow we managed 
to make a couple of steps and eventually got back 
on solid ground again. “Ugh, this is a crazy country! 
A few days ago we were nearly dying of thirst 
and heatstroke; now we’re thrashing around in 
snowdrifts!”

Now we were both wet, which isn’t great as that 
leads to frostbite and hypothermia. The pointless 
effort had taken a lot of James’s strength and he 
was slowing down worryingly. He was slipping and 
stumbling a lot too.

“You OK, James?”
“Tired. Head hurts. Leg hurts where those 

leeches bit me.” He slumped onto his bottom.



88

“Have a rest and a biscuit, then we must go on.”
“I feel horrible. My head’s going to explode.” 
“I know.”
“You don’t know.”
“Sorry, James. We’ve got to get over the pass 

before much more snow falls. Have a biscuit.”
“I feel sick. Don’t want a biscuit.”
James never refused food. 
Bim had come back down. “We can’t stop. We’ll 

freeze to death if we stay here.” 
“Yeah, Bim, I know. Come on James.”
“No. I’m staying here. I’m not cold any more.” 
He wasn’t shivering now. “If we don’t keep 

going, James, and especially if there is any more 
snow, we won’t get over the pass. We’ll never catch 
up with Mum and Dad.”

“Don’t care,” he said.
“You don’t mean that.”
“So tired….”
He started to keel over as if he meant to sleep 

where he sat. We’d been high before and James had 
always been sensitive to altitude; several times 
when he was small we’d been driven down from 
high ridges because my parents thought he might 
be getting really ill from mountain sickness. People 
can die of it in hours.  Sherpas say drinking garlic 
soup helps, but we didn’t have any garlic or any 
way of making soup.
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“Come on James. Try to go a bit further. It can’t 
be far now.” I pulled him up. He stood unsteadily. 
“Put your hands just here at my waist and walk 
behind me. Hang onto my jacket and I’ll drag 
you up.” 

Bim tried pushing from behind but that 
didn’t really work. We staggered on. My hands 
and feet and ears grew numb. Everything ached. 
James said nothing but he managed to keep 
stumbling forward. “You’re doing really well. 
Keep going. We’re getting there...”

The wind started to get up. It cut right through 
me, despite the warm jacket. It felt like the cold was 
boring holes into my forehead. Frozen strands of 
hair tinkled like tiny wind-chimes as they knocked 
against each other. Snow fell thickly now. It swirled 
around making me dizzy. It stung my face. I tried to 
shield my eyes with my hands but that didn’t help 
much. I narrowed my eyes to two slits but still the 
snowflakes got in and I couldn’t see where I was 
going. This mountain was going to kill us. It was 
much more malicious than those bears. 

“Oh please let us get to the pass!” I shouted to 
nobody at all. I thought I heard a voice, but it was 
just the wind. I saw shapes in the swirling snow. 
Perhaps they were yetis or bears or people. 

Suddenly there was a lull. The clouds parted a 
bit. I could see ahead again. I saw a skyline quite 
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close—between the trees. Bim was waving from 
up there.

“I can see prayer flags*, James. I can see the top!” 
And a few minutes later we were standing, gasping, 
beside a cairn of stones with colourful prayer flags 
fluttering around us. “We’ve made it to the top of 
the pass, James!”

“We must keep going.” Bim said. “It’ll be easy 
now. If we get down a few hundred metres James’ll 
feel a whole lot better.” 

James stood there swaying slightly, saying 
nothing. He didn’t hear what Bim had said.

I stood there too, not wanting to move. I’d half 
wondered if we’d see any of the great mountains 
from the pass, but low clouds meant we couldn’t 
see far. 

“Alex! James! We must start down straight 
away!” 

“Put your hands on my shoulders, James.” He 
was in a kind of stupor, but he obeyed my order. We 
shuffled and slithered and slid down the mountain. 

Half an hour or so later, we reached a long 
ridge. James was perking up a bit. We could only 
have come down a few hundred metres but this 



91

was enough to make him feel lots better. There 
wasn’t much snow on this side of the pass and 
purple primroses grew out of the mossy banks. 
Way below us, I saw a cluster of tiny houses and—
for the first time on our quest—I hoped that our 
parents weren’t there. If they were still far ahead of 
us, we’d be able to shelter there and James would 
have a chance to recover before we tried to rescue 
our parents. At that moment, we weren’t in any 
state to attempt any heroics—not for a while yet.

Then just as I was beginning to think we’d have 
no trouble reaching safety, clouds rolled in. Once 
again, we couldn’t see very far ahead. James’s hair—
even his eye-lashes—were covered in tiny water 
droplets. So were Bim’s, and mine too I suppose. 
The atmosphere was cold and malign. The ground 
was grease-slippery. It wasn’t going to be so easy to 
find our way out of this freezing cloud. 

We trudged on. From above, the ridge had 
looked easy and I hadn’t foreseen any problems 
navigating to the valley bottom but this route 
suddenly seemed precarious. It was knife edged—
treacherous. And so slippery. It would be easy to 
fall off either side. 

I hadn’t seen any of this from the pass. Had we 
got lost in the mist? If only the wind would get up 
and blow away the cloud. Then we’d be able to plot 
the best way down.
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My foot slipped under me. I must have let out 
a shriek. I was flying through the air, falling into 
the cloud. Down. My backpack hit things. I spun 
and fell. I bounced off the cliff-face. I was going to 
die. Then DOMPHH. I hit the ground—hard. All the 
breath was knocked out of me. I bounced. Hit again. 
I rolled a bit. Finally I came to a halt. 

I lay there. There was a loud rushing sound 
in my ears. Nothing hurt. Why did nothing hurt? 
Maybe I was dead. I certainly wasn’t in heaven 
though. Something cold was seeping into my 
clothes. I was lying in a mossy bog. There was a 
thick earthy smell in my nostrils. I moved my arms. 
They didn’t hurt. I moved my legs. They didn’t hurt. 
My neck still seemed to work—and my body was 
attached to my head. 

The sound of the sea continued to rage in my 
ears. I sat up. I threw up. I got to my feet slowly. I 
was shaking all over. I staggered a bit, but I could 
straighten up. I could walk. 

Then I realised that James was shouting. 
James’s voice came from somewhere in the clouds 
high above me. 

My head was spinning. Where was I? Where 
was he? That was it—I’d fallen. He was still up on 
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the ridge. He’d seen me fall. He’d think I was dead.
“Hey! Hey, James! Bim! Hey, can you hear me?”
“Yeah, yeah.” James shouted back. “Did you find 

a good way down?”
“Err, no. But it was quick.”
“I’ll climb down to you!”
“No! It’s too steep. Walk along the ridge, and 

we’ll keep in touch by shouting. We’ll find a place 
where you can get down.”

“Okay!” he shouted cheerfully. 
“We can do that,” Bim added.
We progressed like that for an hour or so and, as 

the cloud started to clear, I saw a goat-herd’s path 
snaking up onto the top of ridge between pockets 
of old snow. I shouted directions to the others and 
finally they came charging down it. “You’ve got 
over your mountain sickness then, James!” I said, 
pleased to see him back to his usual energetic self.

“Nothing like shock treatment,” he said, giving 
me a mighty man-slap between the shoulder-
blades. “No, I feel great now—and starving.”

“I’m not at all hungry. I think I left my stomach 
half way down the mountain.”

“Yeah, you look a bit green, and what’s all 
that soggy mossy stuff on your day-sack?” Then 
he interrupted himself with, “Mmmm, I can smell 
wood-smoke. I think I can hear chickens too. I bet 
we’re coming to a village.”
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A shaggy black yak was tied to a post.
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8

Hot Spring

James was right. A bit further on we came to 
the first house, then several more. The roofs were 
made from wooden slats which were weighed 
down with rocks. 

“That’s weird. Why the rocks, Bim?”
“To stop the roofs blowing away – in storms, 

of course. The weather can be very terrible in the 
mountains.” 

The house walls were of plastered mud, and each 
neat home had a small verandah* where children 
played and women worked. Smoke seeped through 
the wooden roof tiles of some houses. This meant 
people were cooking and we might be able to buy 
some hot food. There was a shaggy black yak tied to 
a post and lots of chickens. That should mean there 
would be a chance of omelettes, milk and yak cheese 
as well as the usual stuff. An old woman came out 
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of her house carrying something steaming in a large 
saucepan. James lifted up his nose hopefully. She 
saw us and stopped and stared—until Bim greeted 
her. Clearly they didn’t see many outsiders. 

I walked over and offered a “Namasté”*. She 
didn’t return my greeting. The steaming stuff in 
the saucepan was a revolting-looking grey sludge. 
She walked over to feed this to the yak. A man sat 
on a block of wood by the village tap. He wore a 
short cloth wrapped around his hips and a skimpy 
waist-coat. He was busy trimming his toenails with 
the long curved blade of a nasty-looking khukuri*. 
We nodded at him then quenched our thirsts and I 
splashed water on my face.

Then the children spotted us and shrieked, 
“Come play!” 

Women beckoned. “Drink tea with us!” And so 
we sat on the verandah with a family while the rest 
of the village crowded around to giggle at us. James 
leaned across to me, “Why do they stare so much?” 

“Mmm, maybe they wonder why there’s mud 
and stuff stuck to your face! And anyway,  you’re 
not always polite, are you?”

 He was busy trimming his 
toenails with the long curved 

blade of a nasty-looking khukuri.
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“I don’t care—but doesn’t it feel great to be 
warm again, eh?” James said. 

“Yeah, and to be able to sit and rest for a while.” 
I knew we needed to press on, but I also knew I 
couldn’t go any further that day. I was completely 
finished. No wonder people hire ponies for this 
kind of journey. Maybe we should have too.

Although the village looked prosperous, these 
hardy people didn’t wear many clothes, but then 
the sun at this altitude felt powerful and warming. 
They say that in the mountains it is possible to get 
frostbite and sunstroke at the same time by lying 
with your head in the sun and your feet in the 
shade. Why would you want to though? 

“I think we are in luck, boys.” Bim said. “This 
place belongs to a Gurkha soldier. I’m sure of it. 
They might help us just because you’re British.”

“How do you know they’re Gurkhas?” 
“Look.” She pointed under the verandah to a 

portrait of Queen Elizabeth and Prince Philip. 
“It seems so strange seeing the British royal 

family here and not poor dead King Birendra and 
Queen Aishwarya,” I said.

An unsmiling older girl patted a basket that was 
hanging from the eaves of the Gurkha’s house; she 
made the basket swing to soothe the baby inside. 
She told us that her father was in the British Army 
so he was always away. Then she said, “Your friends 
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from your country, they also came through our 
village. They were walking with ‘The Tiger’. They 
will go to Dhorpatan, I think. Will you meet them 
there perhaps?” 

“Those two foreigners are our parents,” I 
explained. “We are going to rescue them.” 

Bim was making faces at me. She thought we 
shouldn’t tell these people what was going on. 

Then the serious girl replied, “That will not be 
possible. These are powerful men with guns. If your 
parents are their prisoners, you cannot rescue them.”

James and Bim and I looked at each other. I felt 
like crying, but I tried to sound positive. “We have 
told the army and the police. Help will come once 
we have found our parents…”

“The police and the army have no power here. 
Only the Maoists are strong in these hills.”

Someone offered us popcorn and sweet 
steaming tea. We closed our chilled hands around 
the hot glasses and slurped gratefully. 

A man joined us on the verandah. He didn’t look 
local. His hair was oil-slicked. He wore dark glasses 
and city clothes. The house owner looked less than 
pleased to see him but served him tea in silence 
then held out her hand, demanding immediate 
payment. She looked ready to kill him.

When she turned back to us, she was all smiles 
again. She brought in a lump of raw steak and asked 
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if we’d like some. We accepted enthusiastically, 
cheered by the thought of sinking our teeth into 
sizzling hot meat. The woman took a knife. She 
carved off three thick slices, placed them on plates 
and handed them to us. Ice-crystals in the meat 
sparkled.  

James gave me a “What the....” look. Was this a 
joke? The woman pressed us to eat. It was crunchy, 
but not chewy like most Nepali meat. Quite good 
in fact.

James asked, “How do they deep-freeze meat 
without electricity or a freezer?” 

“Who needs a freezer when you have the 
Himalayas!” Bim chuckled. “Don’t you like it?”

“Mmm. It’s okay.”
The talk of how impossible it would be to rescue 

our parents started to play on my mind and killed 
my appetite but I was not going to give up. I needed 
more information. 

I asked the serious girl. “How many days will it 
take to get into the Dhorpatan Valley?” 

“Two days for a Nepali. Four days for you boys, 
maybe more. There is a high difficult pass, and 
there is snow.”

Mr Townie-with-Dark-Glasses looked up, then 
started to examine his nails, like he wasn’t interested. 

Dinesh had mentioned two high passes and I had 
hoped he had exaggerated to put us off. Clearly, though, 
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he had known the route we would take and he had 
known how difficult our journey would be. That’s why 
Bim suggested the warm jackets. Although I didn’t 
relish the prospect of another long climb to a high 
snow-covered pass, it felt good to know that Dinesh 
knew exactly where we were going. He would send 
help if he could. And anyway, he’d be sure to come after 
Bim when he realised she was with us. I felt a bit guilty. 
He’d be frantic with worry.

The woman said we could eat with her, but then 
there was a conversation I only half-understood 
about bathing. And I heard tato pani, hot water, 
mentioned. Bim commanded, “Come. Let us go with 
them,” and she got up to follow two girls. “Come!” 
She repeated.

“What? Why?” 
“Just come.”
They led us out through the village and along 

a well-used track through some scrappy forest. I 
really, really did not want to go on any tourist trips! 
“Where are we going?”

“You’ll see,” Bim said. 
The path descended steeply and I could hear a 

river ahead. They took us to a place amongst the 
boulders where boiling sulphurous water had been 
cleverly diverted to mix with the right amount of 
river water, creating a pool that was at perfect bath 
temperature. It steamed. 



101

Bim pointed to where we could bathe. “This will 
be good for you, Alex. The water will heal your leg.” 
She went a little further on to where the women and 
girls swam. We stripped and slid in and just sat up to 
our necks in the deliciously hot water. Occasionally 
there was a change in the current and a slightly 
cooler patch of water arrived, but mostly it was just 
like soaking in a hot bath. We didn’t get out until our 
fingers were wrinkly. 

Back in the village, I wandered over to take a 
closer look at an animal skin that had been nailed 
to a wall on someone’s verandah. It was reddish 
and had a stripy tail. Bim joined me. 

“The villagers do not like these ponya. They 
have a taste for chicken.”

“But surely red pandas are protected!”
“Maybe they do not even know that these are 

rare animals, and it is illegal to kill them. These 
people do not care. There is no law up here. The 
only law is about people getting enough to eat—
and surviving.”

Mr. Townie-with-Dark-Glasses had finally 
wandered away. We ate rice gratefully, while trying 
to keep the conversation light and away from the 
subject of kidnapping. We told the villagers of our 
school in Kathmandu, and of England, a country 
where neither rice nor chillies grew. They looked 
shocked and mumbled, “Are your people so very 
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poor? Your country must have many problems. 
How can you live without rice and without 
chillies? That is not possible.” They pressed us to 
eat even more.

A teenage boy sauntered over and squatted in 
front of us to have a good long stare. He had three 
deep parallel scars across his face. I couldn’t take 
my eyes off him. I couldn’t resist asking, “How did 
you get those wounds, dai?*” 

“I have good karma, bhai*.” He laughed care-
lessly. “The bear that gave me these stripes did 
not kill me.”

“Are there many bears in these hills?” I was 
thinking—hoping—our encounters had been 
unusual.

“There are some—not so many I think…” Bear-
stripes said, smiling. “But come! It will grow dark 
very soon. You must stay, rest, and start for the 
pass early in the morning. You will walk faster 
after taking rest and rice.”

What they said made sense. We did need to 
rest. I felt a pang of fear again even though I knew 
we’d make up time tomorrow. We’d start fresh, 
warm and well-fed. They looked delighted when 
we accepted their invitation to stay. Two girls 
pulled rice-straw mats out on their verandah and 
told us we could sleep there. “But before sleep, 
you must come with us.” 
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Now what? I didn’t want to be rude but I was 
so, so tired. 

We followed them. We couldn’t really say no. 

It felt like all the children for miles around 
came with us. Excitedly they fired invitations at 
us: “Come meet our lama*.” “Come see where our 
monk lives.” “Come pray with us.” “Together we will 
make an offering to keep you safe on your difficult 
journey tomorrow.” “Come!”

They showed us into an unlit house decorated 
with scary, demon-frightening protector gods. One 
of the boys pointed to pale figures that were being 
chased away by a fire-breathing creature with a 
pitch-fork. The boy then pointed at us and said, 
“These ghosts have white faces like you: they are 
your brothers!” Everyone laughed. 

The smallest children banged a huge gong. 
They helped us light a candle and an incense stick 
and we left a few rupees on a little table. A smily 
man in orange and purple robes wandered in and 
greeted us.

“Now the lama has blessed you and you have 
given an offering you will go with good fortune!” 
They assured us. 
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By the time we’d returned to our allotted 
verandah, the sun was low and the temperature 
was dropping fast. We’d made the right decision to 
stay. A girl beckoned us to follow her. She showed 
us the family long-drop* behind the house. She said 
something to Bim, which I didn’t catch. Whatever 
she’d said made Bim look worried.

James took the opportunity to pee in the long-
drop while Bim and I returned to the verandah.

“What did that girl say, Bim?”
“She asked whether we had lights. I thought she 

wanted to have one for herself, but it wasn’t like 
that. She offered us a candle in case we needed to 
go to the charpi* in the night.”

“Nice thought but I can never keep them alight.”
“She also said that there was a snow leopard 

about!”
"What?”
“A snow leopard!”
“You’re joking, Bim! Surely...”
“No, it’s no joke. They are a problem in these 

remote villages. Sometimes they take cattle. Cows 
make an easy kill. Snow leopards are clever at 
getting into the small houses where the cows and 
dzos and yaks are kept, but they do not only kill 
to eat. Sometimes they seem to become mad with 
killing. Sometimes they kill all the animals. They bite 
the necks and drink the blood. It is very horrible.”
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“Oh no—not more big predators!”
James returned. “Now what?”
“We’re just discussing what might attack us 

next!” I explained.
“Cool. What?”
“Snow leopards!”
“Wow. Can't wait.” 
“But these people exaggerate, Alex. Snow 

leopards know humans are dangerous and should 
keep away.”

“Should?”
“Should.”
“It would be sooo cool to see one,” James said, 

thoughtfully scratching his backside.
Our hosts brought out lumpy hard pillows 

stuffed with the fluff from silk-cotton pods and 
I could feel the big hard seeds inside. They also 
brought us soft cotton-stuffed quilts. I snuggled 
down on the thick rice-straw mat on the verandah 
enjoying the luxury of these simple comforts. 

Soon, though, I felt as if someone was stabbing 
me with needles. I felt creatures running over my 
skin. Oh no. Not bedbugs AND fleas! I fell into fitful 
sleep despite the army of insects that were after 
my blood.
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“The villagers do not like these ponya. 
They have a taste for chicken.”
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9 

Karma

“We’ve got to go,” I said to the others as soon as 
I’d snapped into wakefulness next morning. 

“Yeah.”
“It’ll be steeply up-hill again.”
“Yeah.”
“Come on then.” 
“Yeah.” James looked knackered. I felt knackered 

too.
Bim said, “Surely today we’ll catch up with your 

parents!”
“Hope you’re right, Bim,” I said unconvinced.
Early morning sun made the colours sharp. The 

air was fresh. That made me feel a bit better. At first 
it was hard going, and I could feel my calf muscles 
stretching. But fear drove us on and as always, we 
were soon back into a walking rhythm that was now 
so natural to us. We were amongst sweet chestnuts 
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and spiky-leaved turkey oaks. I saw a stripy-backed 
sapsucker, a kind of woodpecker that likes a liquid 
diet rather than grubs, which seems sensible. I 
gave it no more than a glance. We needed to keep 
going. There were places where red-trunked 
rhododendron trees looked like so many writhing 
russet snakes. In some places the forest floor was 
carpeted red with fallen rhododendron petals. 

“Hey look!” James said and rushed to the side 
of the path to snack on wild strawberries. “Mmm—
these are so good!”

My eyes were drawn to an odd shape up in one 
of the trees. It was a large furry ball that looked like 
it had been thrown into the tree and had got wedged 
between two branches. It was a beautiful red-brown 
colour and it was breathing. A dark ear twitched. A 
sleepy face with big wide whiskers appeared from the 
middle of the ball and looked at me. I realised there 
was another in a nearby tree. It woke and yawned 
widely. Both pandas started to unroll. This showed off 
their striking stripy tails. They were about the size of 
large well-fed cats. They scrambled down to ground 
level, and then took off into the jungle like they were 
starting on a Sunday stroll. They were in no hurry.

“I don’t think these pandas are very good 
at getting away from danger. Why don’t they 
understand people are bad news?”

“I agree Alex. I believe the ponya is a little bit 
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stupid. It is badmass* also, always stealing eggs 
and chickens. The people they hate this animal.”

I think I was smiling as I watched these elegant 
animals trot away, their bushy, red and black 
striped tails held aloft. 

A different movement caught my attention. I 
found myself looking into the startled black eyes 
of a little fluffy fawn-coloured animal with ears 
too long to belong to be a mouse and too short 
for a rabbit. If the pandas had seemed scared, 
this showed absolutely no shyness whatsoever. 
In fact it even came closer to see what we were. 
Then fear overtook curiosity and the mouse-hare 
bolted for cover. He didn’t go far and we followed 
to where—a few paces from the path—he stood 
bravely defending an enormous pile of leaves and 
grass. This was his winter food store but it looked 
like enough to sustain him for at least ten years—
not that they live that long. 

“Look, James! This little guy loves his grub even 
more than you do!”

“He’s obviously a very sensible animal then!”
James walked closer, determined to tease the 

poor animal. James pulled at the food pile which 
seemed to cause the mouse-hare so much stress I 
cuffed James around the back of the head and said, 
“Stop it, you bully!”

Further on, I saw James stop to look at 
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something at his feet. It was another of these 
strange little rodents. This one looked as if it had 
just laid down and died. I shuddered. I didn’t want 
to think about death.

Bim said, “These chuchundra*, they are often 
found dead on paths. Want to know why?”

“Okay, but let’s walk as you tell us.” 
She began, “Long, long ago, God asked all the 

forest animals to build a path. This mouse-hare 
didn’t want to help. He said he’d come along later 
but he never arrived. God asked him again. The 
chuchundra made excuses. God became angry and 
cursed the mouse-hare. Now whenever one crosses 
a path, it is struck down dead as punishment for 
being so lazy! It was his karma.”

“Harsh but fair,” James chuckled, happy because 
he was still finding plenty of strawberries to scoff.

“Come on, James!” 

Then fear 
overtook
curiosity and 
the mouse-hare 
 bolted for cover.
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We continued on and steadily up along a well-
worn path. There were more purple primroses; lady-
birds, butterflies and colourful birds flew around us. 
We snacked on chewy dried apricots we’d bought in 
the last village; they were tangy and refreshing. I be-
gan to wonder whether we were on the right path, not 
that there was any choice. Then a small man caught 
up with us. His kindly weather-beaten face was deep-
ly lined. He was dressed in his formal best—in jodh-
purs*, a smart black jacket and a neat colourful cloth 
hat. He was keen to walk with us and chat. 

I don’t remember what we talked of now but 
we laughed together—and the journey seemed 
to speed up. Then we caught up with another 
traveller and I was surprised to see it was the 
man with dark glasses and city clothes who 
had looked so out of place in the last village. 
He certainly didn’t belong in the mountains. He 
was struggling. We walked together for a while 
but our first friend became quiet and seemed 
reluctant to say much in front of this new man. 

Then he murmured something like, “The pass 
is one hour further on. Be careful who you make 
friends with.” And he left us without a goodbye.

Townie-with-Dark-Glasses wasn’t good company 
and was slowing us down so I said, “Nice to meet you.” 
And strode out, hoping James and Bim would follow 
my lead. It didn’t take long to leave the man far behind.
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“That guy was weird, don’t you think?” James 
said when he caught up.

“I agree, James. I would not trust him.” 
Bim added. “Maybe he is secret police.”
“Where can he be going? And why did the other 

guy warn us to be careful about new friends?”
Bim just raised her eyebrows.
When we reached the prayer flags and a pile of 

rocks that marked the highest point on the pass, the 
view was brilliant. There was hardly a cloud in the sky. 
To the south we could see rolling foothills: the gentle 
ups and downs that we’d walked through. Some of the 
hillsides were red or purple with rhododendron blos-
soms. To the west and east there was a muddle of ridg-
es and spurs. To the north, there were several mighty 
snow-capped himals. The real Himalayan giants were 
mostly east of where we stood. We were a very long 
way from anywhere. We were a very long way from 
help. I felt alone and depressed but Bim’s eyes were 
sparking with excitement and she was pointing, “Look 
boys! I can see the very tip-top of Dhaulagiri himal. 
This is the seventh highest in the world.”

“Yeah.” We both said without interest.
“Now we must walk down. It will be steep,” Bim 

said, pointing ahead. “Down to the Dhorpatan Valley.”
“Yeah, yeah.” James said, not listening again.
“Steep down, steep up. No surprises there 

then,” I mumbled.
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Below a vast moss-green expanse was walled 
in on all sides with steep lichen-green mountain 
ridges. They looked wild. Hot as we were from 
the climb, the icy wind cut through us. Our sweat-
damp clothes felt horrible and I was starting to feel 
cold already.

“Do you need to rest? No? We must go straight, 
I think—before we freeze to the spot.” Bim was 
starting to mother us.

“Down!” James yelled and charged over the edge.
We followed, descending too fast, made reckless 

by the altitude, maybe. The ground was damp and 
the bushes and scrubby trees drippy. But we were 
good on our feet and stayed under control. From the 
pass, the route had looked straightforward. It was 
just a matter of thundering down the valley side 
until we reached flat ground. It looked easy enough 
but after a while I realised that there were now 
mountains on both sides of us. We seemed to be in 
a steep side-valley. I could see Bim checking things 
out. She also looked puzzled. And worried. 

“We may have some problem now,” she said. 
“We are so small and the mountains are so gigantic, 
it is like we are ants lost in a network of tyre tracks, 
unable to see the way on.”

“Yeah,” James interjected, “There was some 
guy who was lost in the mountains. Disappeared. 
Everyone thought he was dead but then after two 
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months he walked into some small town. He looked 
like a skeleton. He didn’t know where he’d been.”

“I also heard of this man,” Bim replied. “He was 
American, I think, and he was a little bit—how do 
you say it?—not right in the head. He said he had 
met a yeti. A female. It had brought him meat. It 
was kind to him. Maybe it was lonely.”

“It would be cool to see a yeti,” James said. “But 
I wouldn’t want to eat raw meat.”

“You just did, James.” Bim said.
“Oh yeah. That was okay actually,” James smiled.
“You have no need to worry, James. You are 

not handsome enough to have a yeti girlfriend.” 
She continued, “This American man did a lot of 
interviews with the press. Some people believed 
he met a yeti. Some people accused him of making 
up the story so that he could be on television. Most 
people thought that starvation and the altitude had 
made him a little crazy but many people believed 
him. Many people have seen the yeti. I think it 
exists but is very shy…."

“Not like you then, Bim.” James scowled. 
She snarled silently back at him. “Look, boys, I 

think this way will take us to the valley bottom. We 
are still going downhill.”

The path we were following looked less and less 
well-trodden though. Less and less like it was going 
anywhere; more and more like it was only used by 
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goats. The valley did a dogleg. I heard the sound of 
a substantial river. I looked up and around. I lost 
my footing and found myself tumbling off the path 
and down into a deep gulley. I got badly scraped but 
avoided any real injuries, except to my pride. I stood 
up, examined the blood coming from my elbows, 
dusted myself off and scrambled back up to the path. 

“You okay?” James almost sounded concerned.
“Yeah.”
“I wish you’d stop doing that, Alex!”
“So do I—it hurts.”
There was another bend in the valley and we 

were met the sight of a wall of falling water. Bim was 
saying something but the deafening thundering 
sounds drowned her out.

She pointed across to the other side of the river 
to where three goats grazed the lush wet grass. If 
there was a village beyond, we weren’t going to be 
able to reach it. The path stopped at the river.

Bim came closer and shouted an answer to my 
unasked question. “Perhaps in other seasons, the 
river is lower and it is possible to cross. Look... down 
there. You might be able to jump from boulder to 
boulder when the water is less.”

“Yeah, but what do we do now? Ask the goats?”
“That is not amusing, Alex.” (James clearly 

thought it was. He was always pleased when I was 
rude to Bim.) She continued, “I think we must go 
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back. Find another way down.”
“You don’t say!”
James’s smirk faded. He sat down on a boulder, 

looking finished. I put my hand on his shoulder. He 
looked up at me and gave me half a smile. His face 
said he knew he needed to make a big effort. He 
stood up and led us back the way we’d come. We all 
found it so tough, so disheartening to be walking 
uphill again. We were cold. The valley was so steep 
the sun didn’t reach us.

A long time later the valley opened out a bit. 
There were some empty shepherds’ huts and a 
choice of paths. I hadn’t remembered either on the 
way down and I was seized with a pang of fear. Were 
we lost in this wilderness? I looked for the sun to 
get my bearings and chose the path that seemed 
to be going roughly north. Encouraged by the fact 
that we were heading downhill again, James found 
some energy from somewhere and was soon on 
ahead and out of sight around a corner. I charged 
on until I caught him up. 

Suddenly I realised he was standing completely 
still on the path ahead, which was odd. Even from a 
distance, it was obvious he was still breathing hard, 
but hadn’t stopped to rest. Something was wrong. 
Bim was behind me. I waved at her to slow down. 
We approached as quietly as we could. Something 
grey moved beyond James. Something at waist level.
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10

Source of the River Ganges 

James was backing towards me. He seemed to 
be searching around him, but I couldn’t tell if he 
was looking for a tree to climb or for a weapon. 
Then I saw her. She was beautifully marked in grey, 
black and white. She looked incredibly powerful, 
like the killer she was.

Bim had seen the snow leopard too. She grabbed 
my wrist and moved forward. I looked at her. Was 
she mad? The three of us now stood in a line facing 
the big cat. I was sick with fear, desperately trying 
not to let the creature see I was trembling. The big 
predator stood her ground. A low growl came from 
somewhere deep inside her. Her face wrinkled into 
a vicious snarl. Her knife-sharp canine teeth looked 
too long to fit in her mouth.  

Her muscles looked powerful. Monstrous claws 
protruded from her massive feet. I started to edge 
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away. Bim’s grip tightened and she pulled me back. 
The snow leopard’s blue eyes flicked from one to 
another of us, deciding which of us would make 
her next meal. Her growl became deeper, more 
threatening.  

She crouched a little, her shoulder muscles 
tense. She was ready to pounce. I pulled free from 
Bim and raised my arms above my head, wondering 
if that might make me look bigger and more 
powerful. The snow leopard’s impossibly long tail 
twitched. She blinked. Her eyes went from me to 
James to Bim and back again. Then she turned and 
disappeared soundlessly into the undergrowth.

James could hardly speak. I wasn’t sure whether 
his breathlessness was from fear or excitement. 
“That—was—so—cool...”

The snow leopard’s impossibly 
long tail twitched.



119

I still had my arms above my head, until the 
others pointed and laughed at me. We all laughed 
a wild slightly mad laugh, until rustling in the 
undergrowth close by silenced us. It made us all 
feel the fear again. We stood waiting to discover 
our fate. More rustling. The head of a ridiculously 
small-brained bird popped out from between the 
leaves. It blinked stupidly. It didn’t seem to know 
whether to run away or not. It had little feather 
horns, blue around its eyes and onto its throat, but 
as it stepped out onto the path I saw it was mostly 
a brilliant red; it looked like an up-market chicken. 

The three of us exhaled in relief.
Then, said Bim. “Ah, the Monal. This is a kind of 

peasant, you call it.”
“Pheasant, not peasant, Bim.”
“This is the same word, no?”
“No.”
“How no? You do not speak clearly, Alex.”
There was another odd sound. Something like 

tzzzzzzzzz. 

“What the...?” 
That call alarmed the Monal. He froze. It took 

him a couple of seconds to decide to run back into 
the undergrowth.

Bim smiled. “These Monal they are friends 
with White-throated Laughing Thrushes. It is 
these who make that tzzz call!” 

The snow leopard’s impossibly 
long tail twitched.



120

The path was free now for us to continue down. 
We walked through a magical scented magnolia 
forest, where each tree was dotted with huge vase-
shaped white flowers. Then it seemed like it was 
only minutes later that we were in the flat expanse 
of the valley bottom. 

“I thought it would be a lot warmer down here!” 
The valley had looked invitingly green from above 

but it wasn’t an attractive place. A cold, cold wind 
carried drizzly rain clouds and the skies were grey.

“It is my idea that we are still 3000 metres 
above sea level. We will be cold unless we can find 
the sun,” Bim said. 

“Or hot food,” James said.
We approached a low building. Its whitewashed 

walls were streaked with black mould. The tea shop 
owner sat outside trying to take in some warmth from 
the weak sunshine. On seeing us, the owner stood up 
and beckoned. “I have good sweet tea. Come, drink!”

His tea shop overlooked a patch of boggy 
ground and a line of rusty water taps that stuck 
out of the mountainside. We entered and the inside 
smelled of rot and damp, as if it was always cold 
and dank here. “Will you take rice also?” 

“Yeah, please! We are very hungry.”
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As he started to prepare the lentils, he asked, 
“You have come to worship here, no?”

“Err, not really. Is this a special place?”
“Of course. This is the source of the Holy River 

Ganga*.”
“What is?”
“The eleven fountains outside,” he said.
Fountains sounded too grand a description for 

the rusty spouts he described. I said, “I thought that 
the source of the Ganges was in India.” 

“Not a clever thing to say, Alex.” Bim chided. 
“Nepalis are not fond of India. India bullies poor 
little Nepal.”

“This is the True Source of the Ganga,” the tea 
shop announced.

“Ah, of course, the True Source. We must bathe 
here then,” I said, trying to make amends for my 
clumsiness.

“It is good that you will bathe and purify 
yourselves…but you must do this before eating. It 
is most auspicious to be fasting when you pray.” I 
immediately regretted suggesting any interest in 
this place, but I didn’t want him to suspect the real 
reason we were here.

“Okay,” I said as I stretched and looked casually 
at my fingernails. “Do many people come here?”

“Yes, of course. Shri panch Gyanedra and also 
the Crown Prince used to come sometimes with his 
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rich playboy friends—to shoot blue sheep, and tahr 
also. You know, of course, this is the Dhorpatan 
Hunting Reserve.”

“Of course. But blue sheep? What do you mean 
blue sheep?”

“They are bluish, and a little bit grey. Very good 
to eat,” he said. “Maybe you have come to hunt these 
also? Do you like to hire horses for you hunting 
trip? You carry weapons, no?”

“No—no weapons.”
“You need weapons?” the man asked.
“No… really. No weapons.”
James opened his mouth to speak and—a rare 

thing—shut it without making some stupid remark.
The man continued, “Many people come to 

worship also… You will pray now, I am thinking?”
"Err. Ah,” I said. Do you see many snow leopards?”
“So you want to shoot snow leopards? 

Sometimes they come, but they are shy.”
“Not that shy!” James mumbled.
“Do you know The Tiger?” I blurted out, not 

able to restrain myself any longer. Bim took a deep 
breath in as if she wanted to interrupt me.

 “Of course,” the man shrugged.
I blundered on. “Have you met him, dai?”
“I have heard him speak. He is a great man: a 

great and wise leader. He will solve all of Nepal’s 
problems. There will be no more poverty when 
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Maoists come to power.”
“Does he live near here?” 
Bim whispered for me to shut up
“No one knows where a tiger sleeps… He has no 

home,” the man said. “He can become invisible. He 
has a jackal horn. He has magic powers.”

“We need to find him,” I persisted. Bim kicked me.
“It is not possible to find the Tiger, bhai.”
“Can we meet some of his people then?”
“That is not possible. And you are unworthy also.”
“Can you tell us about someone who might know?”
“That is not possible.”
“Where did you hear him speak?”
“In a valley towards Dolpo. It is far. He is no 

longer there.”
Bim was looking daggers at me, but I was 

determined to ask another question. “Have you 
seen other foreigners here recently?”

He frowned and said nothing. Maybe he was 
a Maoist himself, or maybe he was frightened of 
them but his eyes flicked towards the way to Dolpo. 
This was where we must go next. 

“C’mon James, let’s bathe.” I said leading him 
outside. “You coming, Bim?”

James said, “What’s wrong with you?”
Bim joined in. “Yes Alex, what’s wrong with you? 

Are you TRYING to alert all the Maoists in the area?”
I ignored them.
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The water was freezing but once my skin had 
stopped stinging, it tingled and felt good. 

We went back inside to find four plates of food 
on the table. Tucking into one plateful was the 
townie with the dark glasses.

“Are you following us?!” Bim challenged.
“Why would I do that?” the man said, with a 

malicious grin.
I didn’t care. My stomach felt normal for the 

first time in days. I started shovelling food down my 
throat. It was amazing. The rice, lentils and curried 
fermented cabbage stalks tasted more delicious 
that anything I’d ever eaten. 

 

Golden eagles  taking a hare
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Across the Bog

The tiny tea shop beside the eleven water 
spouts was at the edge of the Dhorpatan Valley. 
From there we could see right across the wide, 
wind-swept peat-bog. The high mountain ridges 
that walled in the valley seemed to catch the rain 
and send it down here. Even the air was wet. 

Golden eagles played on the updrafts. Two, one a 
little smaller than the other, circled on a thermal. They 
looked big, but when others disappeared behind a 
mountain ridge, I realised they were further away 
and even bigger than I first thought.

Then there was a “Look—awesome!” from 
James.

The nearest eagles had half folded their wings 
and plummeted earthwards, still circling each 
other as they dived head first. They touched claws 
as they spiralled down, in complete control. 
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“I guess they’re a couple… wish I could do 
that!”

“What, you and Bim want to be a couple?” 
James said.

“Shut up,” we both said.
Then just at the last moment the eagles pulled 

out of the dive, swooping upwards to find another 
thermal to take them up effortlessly. 

Bim said, half to herself, “It is told that eagles 
can carry off elephants. I do not think that is 
possible...” 

“Err... no. Maybe people confuse elephants 
with hog deer,” I said.

“You are too rude, Alex!”
James, for once, took Bim’s side. “I saw a 

picture in a temple which was like Bim’s story, and 
the monk there told me about eagles bringing the 
food of the gods for people—I’d like to try some 
of that…” He looked deeply thoughtful again. Bim 
wasn’t flattered by James’s support.

Wind moved the long tails and manes of ponies 
that grazed the peaty moorland. I saw some tiny 
specks on the hillside high above us. “I wonder if 
those are blue sheep,” I said pointing. 

“Sheep aren’t blue, Alex.” James said without 
even looking. Clearly he hadn’t been listening 
when the tea shop owner talked about them.

There were very few houses in the valley and 
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although it looked like not many people lived here, 
lots was going on. Numerous families seemed to 
be moving out. They were all heading for a low 
pass in the south-west wall of the valley and they 
were all heavily laden. The adults and big kids 
carried conical baskets slung from headbands. 
The baskets were full of life’s essentials including 
saucepans and live chickens. Often small children 
rode on top. People led goats, and sometimes 
cows, on tethers and dogs trotted along with each 
family group. I was impressed that these people 
could completely move house without a removal 
van. And they did it twice a year. Every year.

Bim stopped to talk to one man. I had great 
difficulty understanding his fast, heavily accented 
Nepali but later Bim explained that these people 
only stay in the valley during the summer months 
but as soon as they have harvested their potato 
crop they walk to lower warmer valleys, where 
there is much less flat land and the grazing isn’t 
so good.

I couldn’t take my eyes off this man’s throat. 
Tied around his neck was an array of odd little 
instruments that looked as if they were designed 
for mining wax from the ears or even maybe snot 
from the nose. I didn’t dare asked about them. He 
looked tough. He gesticulated a lot and seemed to 
be saying something about the route across the 
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valley, or the way we should go or something. I 
hoped Bim was trying to find out a bit more about 
The Tiger.

We needed to get across to the far side of 
the valley. It looked an easy stroll so we ignored 
the main path around the edge and trudged off 
straight, towards the steep side-valley that would 
lead to Dolpo. The wind battered us from all sides, 
catching at our torn, damp clothes, making them 
damper still. 

The going got harder and harder. The network 
of streams and little rivers that cut the valley 
bottom had mostly looked small enough to jump 
across. But we’d been deceived by the scale of the 
landscape.

“I think,” I said, “that we now know why there 
aren’t any paths across the valley! Let’s try to 
move a bit faster…eh?” 

“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” James said, unimpressed. 
Then, “Oh no, not another stream!” 

The three of us leapt over easily but beyond, 
it got boggier and squelchier and wetter. James 
was slightly ahead of me—grumbling as he went. 
Suddenly he slipped on the sog-slimy peat and 
sank in up to his waist. 
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James was in a thick, black mess. It bubbled a 
bit as he struggled to get himself out. I strode over 
to help. As he scrambled out, a terrific smell hit me. 
“You do pick your spots, James!” James’s trousers, 
which had been a light khaki colour, were now 
black. “What will Mum say?” 

We looked at each other. James’ bottom lip was 
trembling. “Sorry, mate.”

“Do you think they are okay?”
“Got to be.” I coughed to hide just how choked 

up I was. I put my arm around him for a moment, 
and said, “Okay? Ready to go on?”

“Yeah.”
A shaft of sunlight broke through the clouds 

and hit our backs. Simultaneously, we turned 
towards it wondering how best to soak up the heat. 
It gave us a warm glow like we were standing in 
front of a radiator in a cosy, centrally heated house.  
I SO wanted to be home with Mum and Dad, sitting 
playing Monopoly in front of a roaring fire like we 
did each Christmas. 

Bim hardly glanced at us as she walked on. She 
looked strong as ever while we stumbled forward, 
like old people. We were anxious to keep up. A bit 
further and our way was barred by a shallow, fast-
flowing river. The water was so clear that you could 
see the individual stones on the river bottom. 

“It doesn’t look too deep,” I said. “I’d guess it’s 
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only up to the knees. Let’s wade across here.”
I sat. I started to take off my shoes. Cold seeped 

into my pants. I tied my laces together and slung 
my shoes around my neck, rolled up my trousers, 
stood and dipped a toe in. The water was painfully 
cold. When I stepped in with both feet they really 
started to ache, especially in the centre of my ankle 
bones. How could cold water burn so? I told myself 
that everything would go numb soon and walked 
in deeper. 

“It’s beautiful. Nice and warm,” I said speaking 
with my jaw clenched tight shut to stop my teeth 
chattering.

“You don’t look as if you are enjoying it, Alex!” 
my brother shouted as he pulled off his socks and 
trainers.

“No choice! Anyway you need a bath, James.”
He just grunted. 
My feet went kind of numb so I couldn’t feel 

where I was putting them on the river bottom. I 
wished they’d go number so they didn’t hurt so 
much. The water was moving so fast that I found it 
hard to judge where to place each step. The current 
took me off balance too. Then my foot slipped and I 
stubbed my already-aching toe. It really, really hurt. 
I cursed. I could hear James complaining behind me. 

It was up to my thighs and looked as if it was 
going to get deeper before we reached the far bank. 
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Then suddenly I stepped into a hole and it was up 
to my waist. The icy water stabbed into my thigh 
muscles like knives. I hurried on, wanting to get 
this over quickly. I waded deeper. The cold grabbed 
my sensitive places, “Sheeesh! Aghh.” 

Bim was laughing. She had no heart. She was 
actually laughing at my pain. Only a few more 
metres and I was out of the river. James emerged 
alongside me. Bim wasn’t far behind. 

The three of us stood there, dripping. Shivering. 
Teeth chattering. 

“We’ve got to keep moving!” I said, as much to 
myself as the others. Then, “At least your trousers 
are a better colour, James!”

“Yeah—that’s REALLY important.” But he said it 
with a half smile.

“Come on. We’d better wring out our clothes 
and get our shoes back on. Let’s get going before 
we turn to ice.” 

Part way through the horrible process of 
peeling off my wet trousers, I had the feeling I 
was being watched. I looked up to see four ponies 
staring at me. They were stocky little creatures 
with enormously long manes and tails that caught 
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the wind. They came closer as I wrang water out of 
the bottom of my shirt and also my trousers. The 
ponies watched me suffer as I put them back on 
again. When they realised we didn’t have any food, 
they wandered away. 

We continued on our way too. Soon the effort of 
walking got the circulation going again, even if our 
clinging wet clothes took hours to dry and our feet 
only slowly came back to life.

“Hey look up there!” James said pointing up to the 
grass-covered ridge that towered over us. Five blue-
grey animals stood staring at us, clearly trying to smell 
what we were. I’m sure our stink gave them plenty of 
information. One of these blue sheep had magnificent 
horns that came up straight from the front of his face 
then curved over and then kind of flicked up. Sedately 
he led the rest of them further up towards the crest of 
the ridge.

It was a relief to get into the shelter of the 
steep v-shaped side-valley. The wind dropped 
immediately so we could hear the little river that 
ran far below the path we were on. We began to 
feel a bit warmer. Red admiral and tortoiseshell 
butterflies flitted about. Bim stopped and pointed 
to some birds that were pecking about in the 
short grass. I didn’t want to stop, but then the sun 
came out from behind a cloud and it was as if a 
spotlight had been turned on them. They were big 
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and pheasant-like; their feathers were the most 
amazing iridescent blue. 

“This is our national bird of nine colours,” she 
announced. “The Danphe!”

“Not sure I can see nine...”
“Why is it so hard to impress you, Alex?”
“I am impressed—I just can’t see nine colours.” 
James sniffed, “Mmm I smell…. wood-smoke and 

that means cooking fires. Maybe we’ll be able to buy 
something hot. The next village must be close.”

“I too smell fire.” Bim agreed.
“Come on then. I’m getting cold,” I said. 

"Five blue-grey animals stood staring at us...”
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Not much further on, we rounded a bend and 
saw a cluster of flat-roofed houses. People had 
built them by cutting into the steep valley side. 
One house had a rusty red Coca-Cola sign outside. 
There was never any Coke for sale at any of these 
tiny shops but usually they had a few snacks and 
things: sweets, hair-slides, cigarettes, chewing 
tobacco and sometimes soggy ancient biscuits. 
More importantly, the owner was usually willing to 
sell hot tea, or make noodles, or fry an omelette—if 
they had any eggs. Chickens fled as we stooped to 
enter the shop. That was a good sign. We ordered 
omelettes. While the owner was blowing into 
the fire so that she could cook, I asked, trying to 
sound casual, “Have you seen many other strangers 
recently?” 

Bim mouthed, “Shut up!” at me.
“Yes,” the woman responded. She was keen 

to pass on her gossip. “It is unusual for us to see 
foreigners. There were four last year and several 
the year before, but only one hour ago we saw two 
travelling slowly through the village—with some 
Nepalis. The Nepalis were not their porters. They 
all looked tired.” She gabbled pleasantly, happy 
for someone new to talk to. She wasn’t old but she 
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wasn’t exactly young either. “Maybe the altitude 
made them feel tired. Many outsiders—Nepalis 
from the Plains and foreigners also—feel ill in 
our mountains.” Then, “Chura?” she asked as she 
shovelled dry chewy beaten rice flakes over the 
omelettes.

We accepted as much as would fit on our plates 
but then I instantly regretted my greed. All I wanted 
to run after our parents. We didn’t want to make 
her suspicious, though. We were in Maoist country. 
We must trust no one. We finished gobbling down 
the food, paid and walked on. Then as soon as we 
were out of sight of the village we ran. 

After that, fired by our full stomachs, we jogged 
along the narrow mountain path, never pausing 
to rest. We were driven on by the prospect of 
seeing Mum and Dad again even though I still had 
very little idea of how we would rescue them. We 
charged on, not even slowing much when the path 
started to climb up away from the river and over a 
spur. We just lengthened our strides. 

The terrain opened out as we rounded a corner. 
The ground on either side of the gravelly path was 
covered with short grass dotted with blue trumpet-
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shaped flowers. Further on along the path there 
was a stone resting place. This was the kind of 
place porters stop to cook rice, or simply set down 
their loads and rest. Two men stood there. They 
carried very little. They were not porters. They 
seemed to be waiting for something. As we came 
closer, I recognised one as the weird townie with 
dark glasses. With him was a big guy. In his right 
hand he held an ancient rifle. These men didn’t 
look friendly. 

The mountain-side was carpeted with 
blue trumpet-shaped flowers: gentians
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ancient rifle

The rifle the big man carried looked like 
something out of a museum, but I was sure it could 
still kill someone. “What do we do?” Bim said.

“Run?” James suggested.
“Where to? I think we’re going to have to see 

what they want.”
As we came closer they both turned to stare at 

us. They didn’t greet us. 
“Ah, you have arrived at last, children!” 
“So you were following us,” I said, trying to 

straighten up so that I looked tall and grown up.
“Correct. Now I am here to tell you that you will 

not be going any further.” There was now a nasty 
grin beneath the dark glasses. 

The big man’s right index finger moved to the 
trigger of his rifle.

All the moisture left my mouth. 
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I was vaguely aware that James was still moving. 
He was kind of strolling off to the left and seemed 
to be wandering further up the mountain. Behind 
him, the mountainside was blue—carpeted with 
those trumpet-shaped flowers. I had absolutely no 
idea what James was planning but I sensed I needed 
to keep the men focussed on me, not him. I was 
scared that Bim could give the whole thing away 
by looking at James. I grabbed her hand and looked 
into her eyes. I winked with the eye furthest from 
the men, then hand in hand with her, we continued 
towards the men.

Bim squeezed my hand then started to blub. 
She whined, “Please don’t hurt us. We are not here 
to cause trouble. We will go back now…”

I squeezed her hand back and said, “Yes, please, 
please don’t shoot us. We’re only school kids. We 
mean no harm.”

“You are coming with us. Now.”
“But why?”
“Because there will be trouble if you try 

anything.” The man raised the rifle.
By now I had guessed that James was getting a 

good run-up, like a fast bowler in a cricket match. 
He sprinted down the hillside. This had to be a 
crazy idea. What I did know was that I had to keep 
the attention of the men on Bim and me. I turned 
my head as if I’d seen something. “Oh look at that!” 
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I shouted, pointing in the opposite direction to 
James.

“What?” the two men asked.
“There! There! Don’t you see?” I said as Bim and 

I continued to approach the men. 
I couldn’t believe they were still looking at the 

nothing I was pointing at down in the valley bottom. 
They looked puzzled but didn’t have time to 

analyse what was happening. 
James had arrived at his target, bent forward 

like a charging bull. His victim—the bigger guy—
made the mistake of turning so that he was front on 
to James whose thick head slammed into the man’s 
most tender parts. He doubled up with a groan and 
fell. Quick as a flash and helped by the momentum 
James simply rolled him over the edge of the path. 
There was a grunt and a horrible thudding sound 
and the noise of dry mud and rock careering down 
towards the river.

Bim and I raced then towards Mr Townie-
with-Dark-Glasses. As I came close I realised he 
was much smaller and lighter than me. He groped 
for something in his pocket, but we grabbed him 
before he could retrieve a weapon. I grasped his 
shoulders. Bim was pushing him too. We glanced 
at each other, undecided for a fraction of a second. 
She nodded. We tumbled him over the edge too. He 
shrieked as he started to roll and bump down the 
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mountain. His descent started a small landslide, 
so that the dust rose up to us. Rocks continued to 
crash down long after we’d lost sight of him.

Then it started to sink in. “What—have—we—
done?”

The dark glasses were caught in a small spiky 
mahonia bush. James joined us at the edge of the 
path. He’d picked up the old rifle.

“What do we do with this?”
“Get rid of it!”
“Yeah,” James said sending it javelin-style after 

the men. We watched it sail down towards the river 
far below us. We saw it break into pieces.

Bim grabbed my wrist and James’s too. Her 
hands were trembling. She pulled us onwards. 

“Come. We must go,” she said. She was crying.
“But…” I stuttered.
“Come!” She sniffed and strode on.
At the top of the next rise we could look ahead, 

up-river. Here the steep valley was covered with 
tiny terraces. Below was a narrow suspension 
bridge. A small group of people were crossing it. It 
was them! 

“Sit!” Bim commanded. She’d managed to 
compose herself amazingly quickly. “We must keep 
our heads below the skyline.” 

We squatted down to think. 
“We must hang back or be seen.” I agreed. 
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“But what about those men?” James 
interjected. “If they aren’t dead or injured, they’ll 
come this way.”

My throat was tight, like I might randomly burst 
into tears. 

Bim said, “True, but the sun will go down in less 
than one hour. Let us find somewhere to hide then, 
when it is dark, we will follow.” 

We found a comfortable depression with lots 
of sweet-smelling Daphne bushes to hide us. In 
this sheltered spot the sun reached us and was 
deeply luxuriously warming. James drank deeply 
from our water bottle and then handed it round. 
Then he rummaged in his pockets and pulled out 
a few wild walnuts that he’d picked up along the 
way. He cracked them open with a stone and with 
uncharacteristic generosity said, “Here—take 
some. They’re delicious! Even if they do look like 
little brains.” 

“One of those probably is about the size of your 
brain, James.”

We nibbled and spat out the woody bits, 
while our hands stained orange from handling 
the husks. 
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It was hard waiting like this. Growing near 
where we sat were flowers that looked like 
dandelions but they were blue. For a while, there 
was silence except for the cracking of nutshells, 
but then I heard, “Shhh!” Bim had heard someone 
approaching. 

 The three of us stopped breathing. We didn’t 
even dare move to see who was coming up the 
path. It sounded like more than one person. Slowly, 
by peering through the leaves, we made out an old 
man leading a yak laden with sacks. He walked by 
without seeing us. We let a little time pass. Bim 
whispered, “I think it is interesting... yaks have two 
extra ribs, so that that can take extra large breaths 
up here in the thin air. Sometimes I would also like 
bigger lungs…”

James nudged me and started to chuckle. Bim 
looked disgusted with him—again. After a while, 
we scrambled out onto the path. We saw the others 
a long way below us. They approached and then 
moved over the bridge. They crossed surprisingly 
slowly.

Bim answered my unasked question. “The 
bridge must be in bad condition...” 

Even so the kidnappers and our parents got 
over. They walked on up the path and disappeared 
around another spur that stuck out and formed a 
bend in the steep valley. We waited for the man with 
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the yak to cross too then warily we trotted down 
towards the bridge. As we approached, it became 
obvious why the others had crossed so slowly.

Boards were broken, or missing altogether, 
and the wood looked rotten. There wasn’t much to 
stop you falling off the side if it bounced too much 
or there was a gust of wind. The steel cables were 
mostly sound though and we’d been over lots of 
rotten suspension bridges. We knew we could get 
across all right. I grabbed a cable in each hand, on 
each side of the bridge. I always like to keep a firm 
grip while planting each step on a different board.

“One at a time now, James, Bim. Wait until I’m 
right across...”

“You ALWAYS treat me like this—as if I don’t 
know anything. Now you’re doing it to Bim too. 
You think you’re so clever but you’re a wimp AND 
you’re scared of heights….!” 

James pushed past me. He was crying. He 
stepped out onto the bridge. He didn’t keep his 
hands on the cables that ran at shoulder height 
along either side. It was bouncing horribly. I stepped 
back onto solid ground and watched. James was far 
too casual about crossing, but I didn’t care. He was 
an idiot. 

By the time he was half way across though, he’d 
realised just how treacherous this bridge was. The 
wood under his feet creaked ominously. I could 
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hear its groans from where I stood. The whole 
bridge bounced and swung too. It was hard for him 
to keep his balance. He could so easily be pitched 
off the side. I looked down. Beneath him, there was 
a rainbow in the spray of water thrown up by the 
rapids far below. The river looked huge and capable 
of drowning several hundred people. James turned 
to say, “It is nastier than it looks Alex. You’ll need to 
take your time!”

“Okay.” 
Suddenly there was a terrific cracking sound. 

One of the wooden slats had given way. James was 
going to fall through the bridge. 

I heard Bim whisper, “Ah mai!* James…”



145

13 

Soldiers don’t dare go there

I stared in horror at my brother. James had 
broken through the bridge. Now he was wedged, 
dangling with his legs waving in thin air. He was 
hanging by his arms and backpack. Any moment he 
was going to fall right through and into the surging 
icy torrent far below. 

But he didn’t fall any further. For the moment, 
at least, he seemed firmly stuck, half way through 
the bridge. His legs waggling like an insect impaled 
on a thorn by a butcher-bird. 

I took off my day-sack and shouted, “I’m coming, 
James!” Then to Bim, “Wait here…” 

She nodded, looking really scared.
I edged towards him. There were horrible 

creaks and groans from the wood. I clung onto 
the steel cables wherever I could, and checked 
every plank before I put my full body-weight on it. 
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I wasn’t sure whether any part of this rotten old 
bridge was strong enough to support the weight 
of both of us. I got down on my hands and knees to 
spread the load. I crawled forwards. This felt less 
safe as I couldn’t avoid looking straight down at 
the water far below. It moved so fast I felt sea-sick. 
It was like the bridge was flying through the air.

When I finally got close to James I saw that 
he was pretty firmly wedged. He’d fallen through 
as far as his chest and was hanging by his arms. 
His day-sack forced him forwards so that his face 
was close to the bridge. This made it impossible 
on his own to scramble out of the hole he’d fallen 
through. I stood astride him and heaved on his 
arms. 

The bridge bounced frighteningly and the 
creaking of stressed old wood told me I was doing 
this all wrong. I moved. There was a terrific crack. 
Another slat broke. I watched it take several 
seconds to spin down and hit the river. James 
slipped deeper into his hole. I got down on hands 
and knees again. “Look, I’ll hold one of your arms. 
You can take the other out of your day-sack. Then 
once you’ve got that off you can sling both arms 
around my neck. Then I’ll pull you out. Okay?” 

We tried. We struggled. We changed position. 
Bim shouted, “Shall I come now? You need help, 
no?” More bits of the bridge broke off. Planks 
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tumbled down, down until they splintered on the 
rocks below. I shut my eyes. 

“Stay off the bridge, Bim!”
The bridge swayed and bucked in the wind. I felt 

sure we’d be tipped off. I pulled him. He thrashed with 
his legs. Then finally with a lot more floundering—
and more damage to the bridge—he was free of the 
hole. We ended up lying flat on our bellies face to 
face.  James was still wearing his backpack.

Gingerly, I began to edge backwards. Ever so 
slowly we took turns to crawl to safety. Part way, 
I managed to turn so that I could at least crawl 
forwards. It took a long time to reach solid ground 
again and when we got there we just sat down. 
We were both very shaky. My mouth filled up with 
water. I thought I might puke. I swallowed hard. 

Bim was shouting something. 
“Come over now, Bim!” 
She nipped across, daintily avoiding the holes 

and missing slats. She’d brought my pack.
The sun was low in the sky now and the 

temperature was dropping fast. I stared up at the 
darkening clouds. We needed to catch up with our 
parents while there was still some daylight. 
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I started to fret in case they were a long way 
ahead. I lengthened my stride. The grass here was 
dotted with blobby little red flowers the size of a big 
man’s thumb. They were the colour a graze goes as 
it is healing. The flowers looked like giant drops of 
blood. I couldn’t stop thinking about bleeding and 
wounds and death.

Not much further on, we caught a glimpse of the 
raggedy party of our parents and their kidnappers. 
The group had reached a narrow path part way up 
a steep gorge. I could see James checking out the 
scope for getting above them. He pointed out a 
narrow goat track and said, “I think we might be 
able to cause a rock-fall. If we somehow warn Mum 
and Dad, then we might get them away.”

“Let’s go for it then!”
The three of us scrambled up as fast and as 

quietly as we could. We concentrated on keeping 
out of sight, and stopped often to check whether 
we’d been noticed. We managed—through some 
piece of amazing good luck—to get above the party 
and a little ahead of them. It felt as if we were almost 
reading each other’s minds when James and I both 
picked up cricket-ball-sized rocks. James said, “At 
their feet, yeah?”

“You aim for Dad, me for Mum,” I said. “Then 
we need to stay visible on the sky-line, for just a 
moment.”
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“Ready?”
“Yeah—go!”
James’ rock hit the ground between Dad’s 

feet and made him stagger backwards. He looked 
around wildly, trying to understand what was going 
on. He looked up and in our direction but I don’t 
think he saw us. Mum too was looking around, 
bewildered. One of the kidnappers was quicker 
thinking than our parents. He raised a rifle to his 
shoulder. I grabbed James. “Get down!”

There was an odd whoosing sound and a 
phutt close to me and a little cloud of dust. We lay 
flat, faces pressed against the dirt. I didn’t even 
want to raise my head. There were no more shots 
but rocks started to fall from further along the 
ridge we were on. I slithered forward. Bim was 
pushing down boulders. She was causing quite a 
landslide but it wasn’t going to be any use. The 
kidnappers had their weapons trained on Mum 
and Dad now. We were putting them in greater 
danger. 

I shuffled back to keep my head off the skyline 
and in doing so realised that a magnificent blue 
sheep was watching from a ridge way above us. He 
was on lookout right on the skyline. No doubt his 
females were close but hidden. I saw his nostrils 
flare as if he was trying to analyse our smell. He 
turned and disappeared as soon as he knew I was 
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looking at him. I let a few minutes pass, then when 
I checked below again, my parents and the rest of 
the group had moved on and were out of sight. 

We got up, dusted ourselves down and 
continued too but all the hope had been sucked 
out of me. I thought about what we’d just done. If 
we HAD got them free, then what? We were never 
going to get our parents away. My throat tightened 
up and I actually started to cry.

Eventually we came to a tiny hamlet. There 
were no more than six little houses. Smoke, rising 
through the rough wooden roof-slats, made them 
look cosy but we didn’t expect a welcome here. 
Locals either supported the Maoists or were 
frightened of them. 

I said, “We must wait until the light has gone 
completely and then we’ll be able to find out 
whether the Maoists are spending the night here, 
and whether there’s any chance of getting our 
parents away.”

We sat down beside the path disturbing some 
grasshoppers. They’d been perfectly camouflaged 
but when they flew off their under-wings showed 
crimson. I wasn’t interested. I felt sick. Sweat from 
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our exhausted bodies made our clothes steam 
slightly. A kestrel hovered above us.

Bim said, “We must be close to the Maoist 
headquarters now. When they reach that place 
there will be no hope of helping your parents. Even 
the Police and the Army don’t go there. This is our 
last chance.”

I felt desperate.
James said, “Any food?”
“Churpi?” Bim offered.
“Okay yeah—thanks.” James said.
“Are you getting a taste for it then, James?”
“Not really—but there isn’t anything else to eat, 

is there?”
“No, and it will keep us going,” Bim smiled. 

“Here Alex. Take some too.”
“Not hungry,” I said.
She looked at me and nodded as if she 

understood.
We sat, too tired and too scared to have anything 

else to say to each other. 

I watched the light fade. I tracked a couple of 
choughs silhouetted against the sky. Bim shivered 
as if they might be a bad omen or something. I didn’t 
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ask. I didn’t need to be any more depressed. The sky 
blue turned to navy. Stars appeared and hurricane 
lamps were being lit in each of the houses. There 
was no moon. 

Soon, I reckoned it was dark enough. I told 
myself we’d easily be able to creep into the hamlet 
without being seen. “Come on!” We approached the 
nearest house. The talk sounded relaxed. “What do 
you think, Bim?” 

She whispered, “Strangers are not inside this 
house. There is no formality in their conversation. 
They say the Maoists are back in the village again. 
They are complaining about them: how they took 
money saying it was for repairing the bridge but 
how they spent it on weapons.”

We moved on to listen at the next house. It was 
the same family chit-chat. At the third, the largest in 
the hamlet, the conversation was polite and stilted. 
The Nepali they spoke was fast and with a heavy 
accent. I couldn’t follow everything that was being 
said, although Bim was listening intently.

Then I recognised my Mum’s clear slow Nepali. 
That made me listen properly and I understood 
a comment from one man, “What is your idea, 
brother? Who would dare throw rocks down on us 
back there?”

I peeked in through the window. A central open 
fire painted all their faces with strange flickering 
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yellows and oranges, and cast deep shadows 
around their eyes and noses. Mum and Dad looked 
wrecked. 

Another responded, “Just kids. Two or three 
of them. I wondered if they could be the kids who 
made trouble for us before. I took a shot at one!” 
Mum and I must have realised at the same moment 
they were talking about us and they were laughing 
at the idea that they’d shot at me. 

“Did you hit him?”
“Maybe—I’m not sure but what is for certain is 

they won’t try anything like that again!” He chuckled 
while Mum’s eyes looked like they would pop out of 
her head. Her hand went up to her mouth. Tears 
dribbled out of her eyes, down her cheeks and 
dripped from her jawbone. Dad put an arm around 
her. I so wanted to let her know we were all right.

The same Maoist continued, “What do you 
think happened to Bikram and Raj? They should 
have reached here by now?”

“Oh you know what Bikram’s like—he 
probably got tired or wanted to go back to the city. 
He doesn’t like the Hills. And Raj will probably be 
caught up in some long expensive card game!”

“True, brother.”
After a while, another man joined in with the 

chat. His back was towards me but I recognised 
him now. This was the chillingly familiar sound of 
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Deep Voice, the leader of the kidnappers. He was 
the man we’d given the ransom money to but he 
hadn’t kept his side of the bargain. 

Deep Voice had a huge vicious-looking khukuri 

stuffed in his belt—one of those lethal curved 
knives Gurkha soldiers use in battle. I didn’t want 
to think about what his khukuri had been used 
for. There were three other tough-looking men—
with ancient rifles across their knees. Our parents 
weren’t tied up but how could we get them out? 
How could we even let them know we were close? 

My mind kept coming back to our biggest 
challenge. Even if we got Mum and Dad out, how 
were we going to get them away? We’d rescued 
them once before but this time it looked utterly 
impossible. I needed to think. Then James let out 
a long reverberating fart and everyone turned 
towards the noise. I ducked down, but was able to 
see a little of what was happening inside through a 
gap in the wall of the hut. Mum’s eyes were big and 
round again. She was frozen in terror. I think she’d 
recognised the sound. 

Fortunately the guards were distracted by a 
woman coming in carrying a tray of steaming food. 
Her hands shook as she brought plates of rice and 
lentils to each of the Maoists. She laughed a slightly 
hysterical laugh and said, “Hear how my goats fart!” 

If the kidnappers were suspicious it didn’t 
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show. All their attention was on the meal. They 
tucked in hungrily. Bim had disappeared but there 
was no time to think about where she might have 
gone. While the Maoists’ undivided attention was 
on filling their stomachs, I took careful aim through 
the glassless window and threw a tiny stone. It hit 
Dad on the cheek. He turned to the window with a 
puzzled look on his face. He saw me and disguised 
his surprised little yelp by pretending to have a fit 
of coughing. He gave Mum’s arm a squeeze, nodded 
and his eyes darted towards my window. The 
guards were still taking no notice, but I could see 
that Dad was scared of giving us away.

“Could I go and fetch some water?” he asked the 
Maoists.

They grunted their permission through full 
mouths. Dad got up from the floor and came 
outside. He sauntered towards the hand-pump. He 
started to work the squeaky mechanism, up and 
down, his eyes fixed on me but his finger over his 
mouth. 
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Escape Plan

I thought Dad’d be pleased to see me, but he 
looked finished. He seemed so scared as we ran to 
him and did a big family hug. He was shaking. ‘What 
on earth are you doing here?!” He whispered as he 
started to unpeel us from him. He was blinking tears 
away. He was pushing us to arms length, making odd 
gulping noises. I didn’t understand why he’d push 
us away. “You’ve got to get out of here!” he said.

“It’s okay Dad. I’ve got a plan.”
“No, Ali—this isn’t a game. You’ve really got to 

get away from here.”
“No, Dad. We’re going to leave together. All of us.” 

I was still clinging on to him. “I’ve got firecrackers 
in my bag, Dad!”

“You’ve got what?”
“Firecrackers. We kind of ‘borrowed’ them… 

from Dinesh.”
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“You did what?”
“Look, Dad, this will work. James and I can 

throw them into the fire. The Maoists will think 
that people are shooting at them. Then Mum will 
have a chance to run for it.”

Dad wiped away a tear and just looked gob-
smacked. Then, “Sounds awfully risky… But….”

One of the Maoists shouted from inside the 
little house, “Hey! Foreigner! Animal man! Where 
are you? Come back inside. Now.” 

Dad went to pick up a big piece of firewood. His 
hand was shaking. He hesitated but then hid it in 
the shadows by the door. The woman of the house 
came out to the water pump. She looked at Dad. She 
looked at me. She looked James. She looked terrified.

She turned and went back inside.
Dad stage-whispered, “You’d better get on with 

your plan. Now!”
He stepped into the dark spot by the door 

beside the place he’d put the firewood. James and I 
positioned ourselves on either side of the glassless 
window. I mouthed, “Ready?”

James nodded.
The woman of the house was inside again and 

I heard her say, “Bagh*-sahib? There are strangers 
outside!”

That wasn’t good. Now we really had no choice. 
I did what we’d rehearsed. Silently I counted down 
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with my fingers: three-two-one, then James and I 
each lobbed a firecracker into the fire in the middle 
of the room. Although Deep Voice was clearly 
starting to absorb the woman’s warning about us, 
the other Maoists were still focussed on eating. 
They didn’t care about what she was saying. None 
of them clocked the slight noise of the fireworks 
landing in the fire. They didn’t notice anything until 
the first explosion. 

Then there was the ear-splitting ratatatat as if 
machine-guns were being fired at them. One Maoist 
ran out. Dad tripped him and then knocked him 
unconscious with a resounding thwack. I thought I 
heard Dad say something to himself.

I caught Mum’s attention with a hiss. She 
spun round and quickly comprehended what was 
going on. I saw her realise that Deep Voice and 
the woman were in the way of the door, so to my 
amazement she got up, ran towards the window on 
the other side of the house and scrambled out. She 
disappeared into the darkness.   

Meanwhile, I heard Dad fell a second Maoist by 
hitting him over the head with his piece of firewood. 
The other two Maoists ran scared up through the 
hamlet. 

We knew we must get away and hide before 
they realised that we weren’t armed. High-pitched 
sounds don’t carry far so I risked making “Pssttt-
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pssttt,” noises. Mum heard them. Bim was with her. 
Heaven knows where she’d been or what she’d 
been doing. The five of us started down the path, 
back towards the rotten bridge. 

After a few hundred metres, Dad shouted, “STOP!”

Dad’s urgent order frightened me, but we still 
seemed to be alone. He said, “Look we are heading 
in the most obvious direction. I don’t think we 
should go this way... Let’s get off the path for a 
moment—over here.”

We gathered around to see what he was going 
to suggest. “Did you kids see any other paths? The 
Maoists will be able to move fast… and they’ll be 
able to call friends to help. We won’t get away 
unless we can think of something tricky.”

“Let’s go right down to the river. It will be 
harder going there but there’ll be more hiding 
places.” I suggested.

“Good idea!” Dad said. Then looking at Mum, he 
asked, “Will you manage, love?”

“Yes. I’m okay. My leg’s okay.”
A jackal howled a spine-tingling lonely howl. At 

least it wouldn’t cause us any trouble. We scrambled 
down and clumsily began to make our way over 
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perilously steep tussocky ground, downstream 
but it was really difficult to move quietly, until we 
found a tiny goat track.

Dad said, “This is tough going. We’ll rest for five 
minutes every hour. Let’s take five now. Have a drink.” 

In the gloom I saw him get down on his knees, 
put his head down to the water and drink deeply 
from a little side stream. The rest of us joined him. 
It was good, even if it did leave you with a strange 
icy feeling in the pit of your stomach and a peaty 
taste in the mouth.

Suddenly we were aware of the sound of people 
moving above us. A small group was running down 
the path towards the bridge. Someone had a light 
and shone a beam here and there. They were bound 
to see us.

We flattened ourselves against the soggy moss 
and peat, not daring to breathe. 

I listened hard. 
It was impossible to make out how many men 

were on the track above us. I didn’t dare to risk 
moving to get a better look but I really, really wanted 
to know how many were chasing us. Whatever, it was 
just a matter of time now. They were sure to find us.

Darkness was on our side. Their torch-beams 
were pathetically weak: too dim to show them 
much. And sometimes your eyes adjust to the dark 
best if you don’t have a light.  Sounds told us that the 



162

Maoists were searching and—so far—they weren’t 
onto us. Water seeped into my clothes but I dared 
not move. The others, whom I knew sat close by, 
were absolutely silent too. 

Our pursuers ran past us and on down the track. 
Soon I heard them on the bridge. There was a sharp 
crack as another slat broke under someone’s foot. 
I heard swearing. Then, “Go forward. Hurry. The 
Tiger will be angry if we don’t catch these English 
prisoners. Quick!” There was a lot more shouting 
and cursing until it sounded as if they’d all got across 
the bridge. The sound of argumentative running 
men got quieter and quieter. They’d rounded a bend 
in the river and were well ahead of us now.

“Good!” Dad finally said. “Now we have the river 
between them and us. Let’s carry on downstream 
and see if we can find a different path. There must 
be another way back to the roadhead. Let’s go!”

I unpeeled myself from the boggy ground and 
stood. Icy cold water dribbled down my front, 
but there was no time to dwell on being wet and 
uncomfortable. We needed to get going again. 

After an hour or so, Dad decided that we were 
far enough away from the bridge—and from the 



163

Maoists—to start climbing up away from the river. 
The walking would be easier if we could get up 
onto a ridge. So we scrambled steeply upwards, our 
breath coming quickly with the effort and the air 
being so thin at this altitude. 

Then finally, as a half moon rose, we knew 
we had put a good distance between us and that 
hamlet. Then Dad said, “Sshhh!” I looked across 
the valley and could see lights flitting about on the 
other side of the river. His “Sshhh” almost echoed. 
Sounds carry a long way in the mountains when the 
air is still. The people on the other side of the river 
were a far off but they might hear us if we spoke or 
dislodged a rock. 

“Sit down here for a moment.” Dad whispered. 
“Let’s work out which way they are going.” 

As we waited and listened, we realised, with 
horror, that there were several groups of men. They 
were obviously hunting for us. I gasped, “Where 
did all those people come from?”

“The Maoists are strong in this part of the 
country. They are the law.” Dad said. “That is why 
they brought us here.” 

I started to unstick myself from the soggy 
mossy lump I’d sat on, intending to move on, but 
there was a new sound. Someone was moving quite 
close. I could hear his feet squeezing water out of 
the moss with each step. There was another sound, 
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slightly further away. There were several of them. 
Then there was a fart. Normally my idiotic little 
brother would have laughed but even he realised 
the danger. 

I sensed all five of us squat down again. In 
silence. To listen. James grabbed my arm. Dad was 
close too. I could hear him breathing. There were 
more noises. I strained to make them out. They 
sounded like ponies. If the Maoists were on horse-
back we’d never get away. My stomach rumbled, 
loud enough for any Maoist to hear. We were all too 
scared to breathe.

"Hey, I reckon those were tahr!"
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Distant Gunfire

We sat in terror, expecting to hear the sound of 
a gun being cocked. Or an order to shoot us. But 
that’s not what I heard. There was an odd sneezing 
sound and then the noise of galloping animals. The 
sound wasn’t quite right for horses.

When it was quiet again, Dad whispered, “Hey, I 
reckon those were tahr!”

“What do you mean by ‘tar’, Dad?”
“Wild sheep!”
“That’s a first—being scared by sheep!” James 

said.
We started to move off in silence, but then Bim 

whispered, “With the moon so bright they’ll see us 
if we get up on a ridge. Let’s see if we can stay at 
this level, follow this contour around and get into 
the forest on the way to Baglung. That’s a big town 
where we might expect protection from the police. 
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I think we should be able to walk there in a couple 
of days. Even with Mrs Fleming’s painful leg—if we 
don’t get lost.”

“That sounds possible,” Mum said. This was the 
first time she’d said anything in ages. “That could 
really work. They will expect us to try to escape 
along the route they that brought us in on. They 
don’t know that we’ve been here before so can 
find the way over the Jalja Pass. We’ll need to skirt 
around the west of the valley.” And she took over 
the lead, looking suddenly purposeful. 

We made good progress contouring around 
the valley edge; this time we managed to avoid the 
boggy bits and found a good track through the forest 
that seemed to be heading in the right direction, 
towards the pass. By the time the sky was lightening 
and night was fading, we had already reached the big 
wide Dhorpatan Valley again. Long maned-ponies 
grazed what little decent grass there was. “I wonder 
who owns those,” I said half to myself. 

Dad said, “This is great. I reckon that this way 
through the forest leads up to the Jalja La, the 
pass.” It was such a relief when he said, “We need to 
hide during daylight hours. Let’s find somewhere 
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to rest.” He led us off the main path and soon we 
found an idyllic place beside a stream where we 
could drink, and Bim could wash. Mum, James, and 
I found a soft grassy spot to sit. 

Mum said, “Hey, look!”
My head snapped up, expecting trouble. Then I 

must have frowned.
“Look, Dhaulagiri—isn’t it a magnificent 

mountain!”
It was a great whale-back of black rock partially 

covered in ice and snow. From this angle it looked 
totally unclimbable. Bim pulled out some strips of 
leather from her pocket and handed each of us one. 
“What’s that for?” I asked.

“Eating—good eating.”
I looked suspiciously at my bit. James was 

sniffing his. Dad was already mumbling “mmm” 
and “great” and “love this stuff” while trying to tear 
the end off his bit with his teeth.

“Where did you find it, Bim?”
“I did a little bit of bargaining in the village 

where we found your parents. I bought it in 
exchange for my hair slides. It is yak meat, dried 
above the fire. Very tasty.”

“Chewy, though,” I said through a mouthful.
“Are you too lazy even to chew your food, Alex?”
“No,” I pouted.
“Ah, look! Roses!” Mum said, and she walked 
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over to a rambling clump of wild pink flowers. 
James pulled a face, “How can she think of 

flowers at a time like this?”
She said, “Have you boys got a penknife with you?”
“Yeah. Are you going to do some flower-

arranging, Mum?” 
“Yes—why not? Now pass me your knife, 

Alexander.” 
She cut some rose stems and stripped off the 

thorny bark. “Here,” she said handing me a pencil-
sized piece. “Try this.”

“What do I do with it?”
“Eat it!” 
I crunched into the most delicious sweet flesh. 

“Mmm. It’s like sugar cane—but even better and 
not so woody.”

“Good, isn’t it!” she said peeling more for James, 
Dad, and herself. Then Bim appeared with cupped 
hands and offered us orange-coloured raspberries. 

“I like this place.” James announced. 
A shape passed in front of the sun. I shaded my 

eyes with my hand and scanned the sky to see what 
had done that. A couple of vultures were circling 
as if waiting for us to die. That thought made me 
shiver. Bim didn’t look pleased to see them either.

We settled down to rest—sleep even—but 
before long, we heard helicopters. What was going 
on? Was the army looking for us? By the time we’d 
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A couple of vultures were circling 
as if waiting for us to die. 

found the right gap in the tree-cover to glimpse the 
helicopter gunships they were a long way away. 
They were heading towards the hamlet that we’d 
fled from. “Damn,” Dad muttered. “Our rescuers—if 
that is who they are—will never see us. We’ve still 
got a long walk home.”

Then in the distance we heard gunfire. 
It sounded like people were shooting at the 
helicopters, which were launching rockets in reply. 
I murmured, “This is serious. We’re in the middle 
of a real war!”

“That is good for us,” Mum said. “If the 
kidnappers are busy fighting, we should be able to 
get away.” 
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“I’ve got an idea.” James said, apparently 
not listening, as usual. He set about cutting and 
stripping some more sweet rose stems.

“Ah. Thinking about your stomach as usual?!” I said.
“No, actually.” Clutching the stripped rose-stems, 

he walked off. He headed back towards the open 
valley, making a bee-line across the bog towards 
a group of ponies with long blonde manes. Their 
heads came up and they watched him with interest. 
He started singing a popular Nepali song to soothe 
them. Two went back to eating again. He moved 
ever closer until the nearest pony could sniff the 
rose stem. It stepped forward tentatively. James was 
uncharacteristically patient. Finally the pony took 
some rose stem from his hand. It wanted more.

Quick as a striking snake, he threw his arms 
around the pony’s neck. I’m sure it could have got 
away but it didn’t seem to be bothered. It seemed 
to accept James as its master. He then swung 
astride it. Although the animal started a bit, James 
soothed it and using his feet, gently encouraged 
it to walk forward. James turned to the other 
ponies and waved the rose stem in the air so that 
they also caught the sweet scent of it. Then, mild 
as you like, a second pony followed, and a third. 
The fourth stood watching, not wanting to follow. 
Soon James and the three ponies were back into 
the cover of the forest. 
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We crowded round the little animals, 
discussing how best to use them when a movement 
on the ridge high above the valley caught my eye. 
Something was reflecting the sun. “Mum, Dad. Up 
there. On the ridge. Look. Someone’s spotted us.” 

Bim added, “It’s not a farmer or herdsman. He 
has binoculars! And look! Two men on horseback 
are riding down off the ridge—towards us. The sun 
is glinting on metal. They have guns!”

“Let’s get out of here!” Dad blurted out. 
Dad helped Mum to get onto one pony. James 

scrambled back onto his. The third pony was 
having none of this, neighed, kicked up its hind 
legs and galloped away. James managed to steer his 
by kicking it and even got his trotting by making 
trilling noises. He clung onto the pony’s mane but 
didn’t look as if he’d stay on for long. Dad slapped 
Mum’s pony on the backside to get it going too 
then he grabbed a bit of the mane to guide it. The 
rest of us ran along too in a very odd looking herd. 
We made good progress for a while but then the 
helicopters came back. This spooked James’ pony 
and it cantered off in the wrong direction, with 
James holding on around the pony’s neck now.
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Then from behind us, I heard a shout and a 
clatter of metal. “Stop or we shoot.” 

Dad slapped Mum’s pony again and it bolted. 
They opened fire. There were whizzing and 
phutting sounds all around us. Another gunman 
started shooting from somewhere to our left. 
James’ terrified pony galloped over the edge of the 
path and down a steep bank. Mum’s pony appeared 
from nowhere and followed. The whites of its eyes 
were showing; it was crazed with fear. The rest of 
us sprinted after the ponies. For a moment, we were 
out of sight of the Maoists and the bullets stopped.

A few seconds later, though, I looked up to the 
skyline behind me and saw two mounted men jump 
off their horses. There was another explosion of 
automatic gunfire. All around us there were bangs 
whizzes and dull thuds as bullets hit the ground or 
trees. James’ pony jumped sideways and screamed 
and he fell off. James scrambled to his feet but the 
pony stayed on the ground; it was struggling feebly, 
silently. Mum wasn’t on her pony any more. It had 
fallen and thrown her. It scrambled to its feet and 
galloped away. 

Bim was standing still on a high point of ground 
looking stunned.

“Run!” Dad shouted. 
She didn’t react. He ran to her and grabbed 

her wrist. “Come on! This way!” He dragged her 
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to a path that was leading steeply downhill. For a 
moment the Maoists couldn’t get down to us—or 
to shoot at us. We made good speed. 

After a few hundred metres more we came 
to a narrow but sheer, unclimbable gorge. For a 
moment I thought we were trapped. Cornered. 
The path we were on, though, had brought us to a 
suspension bridge. This footbridge must have been 
right off any kind of main route because it was 
constructed from traditional natural stuff: no steel 
cables or wire. It was made from vines and the 
ropes woven from grass. There were three thick 
ropes stretched across the gorge and these were 
slung together with thinner grass ropes to form a 
v-shape: a v-shape you had to walk in. I groaned, 
thinking of the bridge that James had nearly fallen 
through

Dad said, “Good—the Maoists on their horses 
won’t be able to follow us across that!” Then he 
shouted to Mum, “Go on. You’ll need more time 
with your sore knee…. Don’t wait for us. Hurry on 
both of you… You too, Bim.” 

Mum, Bim, and James started crossing first—
very cautiously. They tight-rope-walked along the 
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one lowest rope, keeping their balance by using 
their hands on the other two ropes. The bridge 
bounced a lot. There was nothing to stop you 
looking down. You had to look down—to see where 
to put your feet.

Just as they’d got over I heard the sound of 
horses’ hooves and the clatter of metal again. 

“Come on, Alexander! Hurry!” Dad shouted.
I was weak at the knees but scrambled to the 

bridge. Dad and I started to cross. It was horrible. 
Every time Dad took a step the whole thing bucked 
and swayed. The Maoists arrived at the lip of the 
gorge when I was about half way over; Dad was 
slightly ahead of me. I heard someone cock a rifle 
ready to fire it. Then there was cursing. 

I didn’t dare look back but it seemed as if 
the weapon had jammed or they were out of 
ammunition. Next I heard the sound of someone 
chopping into wood. I glanced over my shoulder. 
One of the Maoists had pulled a khukuri from his 
belt and was hacking through the ropes that formed 
the bridge.

 “They’re cutting the bridge! Dad shouted. 
“They’re trying to tip us into the gorge! Hurry!” 

The bridge juddered with every khukuri blow. 
Then there was a jolt and everything was sudden-
ly leaning to the right. I’m not sure what happened 
next. There was a terrific twanging sound. The bridge 
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was wrenched from underneath me. They’d cut the 
second and third strands. I was falling. Sheer terror 
made me cling onto one of those ropes with my left 
hand. 

I swung down towards the cliff-face that formed 
the wall of the gorge. My knuckles and knees then 
the rest of my body slammed into the rock-wall. 
There was a horrible grinding as my knuckles 
scraped against bare rock. They really hurt, but still 
I held on. Dad, also hanging from his arms, was just 
above me. The way that this bridge was constructed 
meant that as its tension was released, it folded 
itself around us and wrapped us up safe. Above 
me though, Dad was making odd sort of coughing 
noises, and I heard him say something very rude. 
I’d never heard him use that word before. 

After what seemed like a long time later he 
finally spoke, “Are you still there, Alexander?”

“Yeah,” I panted.
“Can you hang on a bit longer? Do you need me 

to climb down to you?”
“No,” I spluttered, not wanting to move any 

muscle that didn’t absolutely have to be moved. 
There were plenty of bits of rough rope to hold 
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on to though, and I soon got my feet on bits of the 
bridge that felt secure. 

“Are you safe?” he asked.
“Yeah. Think so.”
“Okay. We’ll be out of this soon, son. I’m going to 

climb up.”
“Go on then.”
He began to move up. Sometimes he fought to 

untangle himself from the ropes that surrounded 
him. The whole thing lurched and twisted 
sickeningly. I tightened my grip. I looked at my 
stinging bloodied knuckles and spat on them. My 
hands were sticky with blood. 

I looked down at my feet to check they wouldn’t 
slip. That was a mistake. The world span. I couldn’t 
see properly. I nearly puked. It was such a long way 
down. I concentrated on breathing steadily. I looked 
back across the gorge. The Maoists had gone. Did 
they think we’d fallen? Or were they going to get 
more weapons?

“Okay, Alex. You climb a bit while I rest. Don’t 
look down.” That made me look down again. It was 
a long, long way to the tiny blue thread that was 
the river below. I felt really sick. I wasn’t going to 
puke. Look at the bridge, I told myself. Count each 
step as you climb. Slowly I struggled up as far as 
Dad. Then I rested as he climbed again. Some of his 
blood dripped onto me. “You hurt, Dad?”
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“No.”
“Then where’s the blood coming from?”
“I grazed my hand when I hit the rock… it’s 

nothing much.” 
More blood dripped down. Then after a few 

more minutes Dad had disappeared over the edge 
and shouted, “I’m there! It’s not far. You climb now, 
Alex.” It wasn’t long before I’d scrambled up to join 
him. I was shocked by what I saw. He looked awful. 
There was a lot of blood dribbling from his hand, 
his elbow and from his face too. 

“Come on,” he said, ignoring my horrified look. 
“Let’s catch up with Mum and James and Bim.” I 
looked back across the gorge again. 

There was no sign of the Maoists. We’d done it. 
We’d got away. 

Dad strode off.

We followed a narrow path that tacked through 
tusocky ground. Within an hour we reached an 
expanse of open ground and saw Mum resting 
beside the path. We did a big family hug. Then 
Mum started fussing over Dad’s wounds. She tried 
to wipe away some of the congealing blood on his 
face. She didn’t make him look any better. 
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Then there were more sounds. Horses’ hooves. 
I span round to look in the direction of the noise. 
Four men on ponies were galloping towards us. 
When the men were about 25 metres away, they 
jumped down. We stared at them helplessly. 

Deep Voice—The Tiger—was leading them. 
He shouted at Dad, “You cheated us. You promised 
your children would bring us five million, but they 
gave less than four. They cheated; you cheated. You 
lied.”

The Tiger raised his machine gun. He stood 
there with his weapon pointing at us for what felt 
like a very long time. He looked as if he couldn’t 
decide who to shoot first. I couldn’t believe what 
was happening. I was too stunned to do anything. 
Besides, if we ran we wouldn’t get far. Not now. 

Then there was a deep rumbling sound from 
somewhere far away. Maybe the army helicopters 
were coming back. The Tiger turned and looked 
towards the noise. One of the helicopters was 
coming back. They would find us. Surely everything 
would be okay now.
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The End

The Tiger knew a helicopter was coming back 
for us. This only seemed to make him want to shoot 
us sooner. He turned towards us again and took aim.

“Let’s talk!” Dad shouted. “I want to 
understand….” Dad walked forward putting himself 
between me and the gun.

“There has already been too much of talking.”
“At least … let my family go…?”
Instead of saying “no” the Tiger opened fire, 

spraying bullets at Dad’s feet. 
“Please!” I shouted stepping closer too. That 

made the Tiger aim at me.
“What do you want?” Dad stammered, “What is 

your group fighting for?”
“To get you people out of my country…” The 

gun was pointing at Dad again, and he was trying 
to push me away from him. I didn’t want to let go.
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“We’ll go. Let us leave.”
“If we can get all you foreigners out, that will 

bring down this useless corrupt government.”
“Then we’ll leave. Just let us go, and I’ll do my 

best to help your cause.”
“You are so arrogant. You foreigners think you 

know so much and have so much influence, but you 
can do nothing.”

“Surely,” Dad pleaded. “Killing foreigners won’t 
help your cause?”

“No, no. You are wrong. We will get into the 
international newspapers. People will hear of our 
struggle. They will come to know how the Maoists 
have stood up to the powerful Western bully-boy 
countries. If we kill you, all the foreigners will get 
scared and leave Nepal.”

“Let my family go... Please.” Dad turned, 
gesticulating, ever more desperately that I 
should walk away, but I couldn’t move. Dad stood 
helplessly, his eyes willing me to go. I looked back 
towards The Tiger. He raised his weapon. To my 
horror, he opened fire again. He was aiming at 
Dad. 

“NO!” I shouted lurching towards him. Dad 
made an odd surprised noise, and stood there with 
a new bloody wound in his arm. There was another 
tatatatat from the machine gun. Dad coughed and 
slumped forward. He fell on top of me, pinning 
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me down. Dad was heavy, and I couldn’t breathe. I 
couldn’t move him off me. 

I struggled to turn my head and realised that 
Mum and James and Bim were also down. They 
weren’t moving either. I couldn’t see if they’d been 
hit or had taken cover, but I thought there was a 
lot of blood. Dad still wasn’t moving. Something 
warm and wet was soaking over my chest. I 
wriggled so that I could move a bit and I slid my 
hand between us. The warm wet stuff was sticky. 
I pulled out my hand to look. It was covered in 
blood. It wasn’t from the cuts on his face or hands. 
This was fresh and warm and there was a lot of it. 
Dad had been shot, and I wasn’t sure if he was still 
breathing. 

The helicopter circled over and opened fire. 
They were shooting at the four horsemen as they 
galloped away across the peat bog. There were 
hoof-beats and raised voices and explosions and 
screams from the horses. There was shouting and 
chaos. 

The helicopter came around again and landed. 
There was more shouting and the sound of men 
running. Then Dinesh was there. They’d found us 
but they were too late. Bim was up and running 
to her dad. Dinesh hugged her then came over. He 
rolled Dad off me and knelt over him. There were 
tears in his eyes. “I think he’s….”
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I woke in a cold sweat—again. There was that 
heavy feeling as if something was pushing down on 
my chest. People were always calling me a dreamer 
but why did this dream have to keep coming back 
over and over again? It was so vivid, that some days 
I was unsure what had really happened that day. The 
shock made it all of a muddle in my head. I had to tell 
myself often that Dad was all right. I wanted to check 
again and again that he really was still alive. 

The end of our Himalayan adventure had 
been bad, but not that bad. This is what had really 
happened. When the Tiger saw the helicopter, he 
had turned back to Dad and aimed again. That’s 
what had really happened. Dad had started walking 
towards him. He held his hands up in surrender. 
The Tiger didn’t move, but was coldly checking that 
he was aiming correctly. 

Dad shouted, “Look! Let’s talk about this! I want 
to help... that’s all I was trying to do….”

A gunshot rang out. Dad clapped his hand to 
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his arm and it fell limp and useless by his side. 
His knees began to buckle, but he recovered with 
a stagger. The Tiger took aim at him again. “Look, 
shoot me if you must, but let my family go. Please.” 
Dad signalled again for me to get away from him.

The helicopters were getting closer now. In 
another part of the sky, vultures circled. Waiting. 
It looked like the helicopters were going to arrive 
too late. 

Then someone in the leading helicopter hailed 
the Tiger through a megaphone. “Drop the gun!”

I could see Mum out of the corner of my eye; 
she had her hand on James’s shoulder to stop him 
running to Dad. Her other hand restrained Bim. 
None of us dared even twitch a muscle. Any sudden 
movements would surely make him open fire again. 

The Tiger spun around to face the helicopter 
and took aim at it, but he didn’t get a chance to 
shoot. A rocket whistled out from the gunship. 

We watched in slow motion as it tracked 
towards him. It exploded at his feet, and he was 
blasted into the next incarnation. We’d never hear 
his Deep Voice ever again. The other Maoists threw 
themselves onto their ponies and galloped away. 
The helicopter circled over and started after them. 
It followed, panicking the ponies so they bucked 
and swerved. One by one the surviving Maoists 
fell to the ground. The helicopter landed amongst 
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them. Soldiers jumped out and surrounded them. 
Soon the three were hand-cuffed and being led 
away.

Dinesh must have been in the helicopter, too, 
for he appeared from nowhere and came running 
towards us. He was crying—with relief I suppose.

“Bimbini! Thank God you are all right!” He held 
her for a long time. They were both crying. After 
a while he pulled himself together, turned to us 
and said, “She is quite impossible. As incorrigible 
and uncontrollable as her darling mother was. I 
thought I’d lost you too.”

"So Papaji—have I shown to you that I am 
truly an independent woman? That you will not be 
plotting some arranged marriage to a suitable nice 
boy? Or perhaps you are thinking now that Alex is 
a suitable match for me!”

“Err no, yes; oh Bimbini..” And he hugged her 
again.

With his arm still around her shoulders, he 
hurried over to Dad. Mum and James had sprinted 
towards Dad too. He was getting up. There was 
blood coming from his face and arm, but he seemed 
reasonably okay. Soon he was holding Mum in a 
one-armed cuddle. 

We were safe now. It was over. We were all 
going to be all right.
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The next adventure

Dad looked surprisingly well for a man who’d 
been shot only a week before. He was tucked up 
between clean sheets in a bright hospital room in 
Bangkok. It smelled horribly clean and reminded 
me of injections. His right arm was in plaster, his 
knuckles were covered in scabs and there was a 
long livid graze where the bullet had skimmed his 
cheek. Otherwise he looked okay. 

We’d stayed behind with Laxmi in our house in 
Kathmandu when Dad had been evacuated. We’d 
had only just caught up with them. Now Mum was 
giving him a hard time. That seemed harsh. Grown-
ups are so odd sometimes. Mum was almost 
shouting at him. “You’ve got to be joking!” She 
looked weird too. She was wearing an awful girly 
dress covered in big bright flowers. 

“Hi Dad! Hi Mum! What’s up?” I said.
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“Your father,” she said stingingly, “is already 
talking about our next trip. Says he’s going to 
Madagascar—to look for rare carnivores, miles 
from anywhere.” 

“Yes, it’s true!” He said. “I’ve been in touch with 
this amazing Frenchman who lives up in the north 
of the island. He’s been exploring a limestone massif 
there and so far he’s mapped 60 miles of passages 
and underground rivers. Sixty miles! Some lead 
into sunken forests and he’s sure that we’ll find 
rare animals inside. He thinks that we might even 
find animals that were thought to be extinct! Maybe 
we’ll even rediscover the elephant bird.”

Mum turned back to him. “You can’t even feed 
yourself, and you want to camp in the jungle*. Go 
exploring caves! You’re completely and utterly mad!”

There was a long pause. They glared at each 
other. Birds cackled and squawked outside. Then 
a loud tokk-eh call broke the silence. “What WAS 
that?” I asked. “It’s in the room!” 

Mum smiled. “Yes! He’s behind that cabinet 
over there. He’s told you his name—he’s a tokay, a 
gecko. Take a look.”

There was another loud tokk-eh tokk-eh tokk-
eh, which led me to the culprit. He had a big smiley 
toothless mouth, huge round eyes and was powder 
blue with orangey-red spots. “That’s quite a lizard,” I 
said.
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 “Yeah, he’s massive—he’d eat three or four Nepali 
house geckoes for breakfast!” James said.

“Doesn’t seem a bit shy, does he, Mum?”
“No, not at all—he’s happy here. Plenty of 

cockroaches for him to munch.”
“So what were you saying about exploring 

caves, Mum? We didn’t tell you before, but James 
and I went into a cave in Nepal…” I shivered a bit. 
Suddenly I was back in that cave thinking we’d 
never be found. James looked at me; his eyes said 
he wasn’t keen to go underground again either.

Mum said, “That’s nice. We’ll need someone 
with experience of caving…”

“So you’re coming!” Dad said grinning broadly.
“Of course I am—I’d like to study lemurs. I’d love 

to learn how the females stay in charge!” She shot a 
look at Dad who started to smile and then laugh. Mum 
was resisting hard but she was laughing too. She said, 

The tokay was powder blue with orangey-red spots 



188

“I suppose it should be reasonably safe. There are no 
Maoists or ivory poachers, or even big predators?”

Mention of Maoists jolted me back to Nepal and 
our nightmare chase. “Hey Dad? Have you found 
out any more about your kidnap? Do you know 
whether Ramdin was part of it?”

“I have and I do.”
“Oh, come on, Dad. Tell us!” James and I chorused.
“Sorry—I shouldn’t tease! I know that they 

threatened Ramdin, and all our collaborators. 
The Maoists told them all to go home, or their 
families would suffer. They are all good people but 
memories are long in Nepal. I know I would have 
done everything to keep my family safe if I’d been 
threatened like they were. Maybe one day the Maoists 
will get the opportunity to have a political voice in 
government. Perhaps then they can introduce some 
of the social changes that will help Nepal’s poor. It’s 
worked in other countries, after all. 

“But let me answer Mum’s question about 
Madagascar,” he continued. “Of course it’ll be safe. 
Although there are said to be crocodiles in the 
caves,” Dad said casually. Then he flinched with 
pain as he moved in bed.

I asked, “Does it still hurt a lot, Dad?”
“No, it’s okay. The flesh-wound in my leg is 

still quite sore, but it is getting better. I’ll have my 
plaster off in five weeks. Then I’ll be ready to play 



189

Long John Silver in your next school play. I’ll be a 
good pirate with my new scar.”

“Cool!”
“Oh, and we’ve planned that you boys can stay 

with Granny and Granddad while Mum and I go out 
to Madagascar ahead and get visas….”

“What do you mean ‘we’ve planned’?” Mum 
interrupted. “And what about this crocodile 
wrestling you are planning to do?”

“Well, my plan is…” Dad continued, unfazed by 
Mum’s combative tone, “We’ll set up a base then 
you boys can join us. Does that sound all right?”

“Sounds great,” we both said. “We’ll even get a 
holiday from listening to your dreadful jokes, Dad.”

He said, “Oh, that reminds me… you know when 
I hit those Maoists on the head with the fire wood? 
I actually said “Timber!” to myself. Get it?”

“That’s not funny Dad.”
“Hmm. Ah well. The sound of hitting their skulls 

was like wood hitting wood too!”
“Not hollow then Dad?”
Mum said, “You’ll have to work hard on learning 

French now…” She was always putting a damper 
on things like this. “And you’ll have to eat lots of 
carrots…so you can see in the dark!”

“Mmm,” James said mostly to himself, “I like 
carrots, and it’ll be okay learning French, as long as 
we get to miss school.”
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“But Mum,” I added, “Do I have to babysit my 
little brother again?”

James stood and put his hands on his hips, 
“BABYsit!” Before Mum could answer, something 
big and white hit me full in the face.

“See what I mean?”
“James!” Mum said. “Behave. You shouldn’t be 

using Dad’s pillows as weapons.” Then to me, “It’ll 
only be for a week or two.”

“I suppose that’ll be all right—for a short time. 
After all James is showing some signs of evolving 
into an adult human.” Dad was laughing again. “A few 
weeks on the farm at Six Mile Bottom will be great.” 

“Yeah,” James said. “We’ll be able to pig out on 
English chocolate and biscuits and all the things 
we’ve missed while we’ve been in Nepal.”

James and I smiled at each other. 
“I’m looking forward to milk. I’m so sick of the 

stuff that’s been boiled to death with the minging 
skin on top. I’m going to be gulping down cool, fresh 
milk straight from the carton.” I licked my lips just 
thinking about it. “We’ll be okay with Granny and 
Granddad. They’ll feed us properly. Then we’ll catch 
up with you, Mum and Dad. Madagascar has some 
seriously strange animals, and 60 miles of caves 
sounds like we’ll have a real adventure this time.”

 The End...Or is it?
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The Indian Wild Dog featured in Himalayan Kidnap
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A Note from the AUthor
This adventure happens in Nepal and although 

it is a made up story everything that happens is 
possible. The action is set a little while ago during 
the ten years when Maoists were fighting to be 
recognised. During this time there was quite a lot 
of violence and kidnapping. Happily though in 
November 2006 a peace agreement was signed 
and this allowed Maoist representatives to join 
the government. Life in Nepal is now safer and 
more settled. These days kidnap is unlikely.
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Boy on suspension bridge. Photo by Simon Howarth
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Glossary *
Words defined here are marked in the story part 
of the book with *.
Ah mai!—an exclamation of surprise and alarm.
Babu—child.
Badmass—naughty or mischievous. 
Bazaar—market. 
Bagh—tiger in Hindi and Nepali; see animal list. 
There is a street called Bagh Bazaar in Kathman-
du; presumably a tiger was once seen there. 
Betel—leaf of the betel pepper Piper betle; it is 
chewed with the betel or areca nut, tobacco, lime, 
spices etc as paan often after meals. It makes 
people less hungry so very poor labourers chew 
it because it is cheaper than eating. 
Bhai—younger brother.
Bhalu—bear in the Hindi and Nepali languages, 
hence the name of Kipling’s bear in Jungle Book.
Charpi—toilet.
Chiso—cold. The place-name Chisapaani means 
‘cold water’. 
Chuchundra—see mouse-hare in the wildlife list 
below.
Churpi—rock-hard local cheese.
Dai—older brother 
Didi—older sister.
Ganga—the river Ganges; a popular given name 
amongst Hindu men and women.
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Gurkha—a man, often from the middle hills of 
Nepal, who has been recruited into the British 
Army as a mercenary. The name comes from the 
town of Gorkha where many recruits originated.
Himal—a mountain that always has snow on it. 
Himalaya—place of eternal snows.
Jodhpur—trousers that are baggy around the 
thighs but tight around the calves; worn for horse-
riding. Traditional Nepali dress for men includes 
jodhpurs, and the name comes from the Indian city.
Jungle—this word has been come into the 
English language from Hindi/Nepali. In Nepal the 
word means useless or wild, uncultivated land.
Karma—effect of things you have done in the 
past; the payback for good or bad deeds; the luck 
people have. 
Kedgeree—the Nepali and Hindi name given to a 
cooked dish of rice and lentils. British expatriates 
in India adapted the recipe and added fish, and the 
word has been adopted into English with the dish. 
Khukuri—large curved knife used as a hatchet to 
cut firewood and kill chickens. It is also a weapon 
used by Gurkha soldiers.
Lama—Buddhist holy man who has studied and 
fasted and lived in seclusion sometimes for years. 
Long-drop—toilet that is a simple hole in the 
ground. There is no water to flush it and usually 
no paper either.
Lungi—cloth wrapped around the lower body 
like a sarong.
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Namasté—formal Hindu greeting, said with 
hands placed palms together as if in prayer.
Om mani padme hum—the Buddhist prayer 
‘hail jewel in the lotus’.
Paani—water. 
Prayer flags—colourful handkerchief-sized 
pieces of cloth usually printed with in Tibetan 
script with om mane padme hum. Buddhists believe 
movement speeds prayers heavenwards so often 
long strings of them are strung up in windy places.
Rajapur—the largest of the many islands in the 
big rivers that come out of the Himalayan foothills; 
with over 100,000 inhabitants .Rajapur is sur-
rounded by the largest tributary of the holy Ganges 
River. The main town on the island is also Rajapur.
Sahib—gentleman; term of respect for people of 
rank and to Westerners. It means sir or mister.
Shiva—the great god of destruction and recrea-
tion; the most powerful of the Hindu trinity.
Tanga—two-wheeled, horse-drawn taxi; miscalled 
a tonga by the British in the days when India was 
administered by Britain.
Thug—a word adopted into English to mean 
a violent criminal or antisocial gang member. 
This word comes from the Thugee cult who 
ritually murdered people—strangling them with 
a silk scarf containing a silver rupee coin. They 
worshipped the goddess Kali.
Verandah—long shaded porch along the front 
and/or sides of a house.    
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 Wildlife mentioned in this book

Sloth Bear breaking into a termite mound
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Admiral Butterfly—(Vanessa indica) a striking 
black and orangy-red medium-sized butterfly 
whose caterpillars feed on nettles. Wingspan is 
55-60mm.
Bears—the huge Himalayan Black Bear 
(Selenarctos thibetanus) lives in the hills and 
is fond of breaking into bees nests; the biggest 
measure nearly two metres nose to rump, but 
when rearing up on their back legs they are much 
taller. They weigh up to 180kg. The smaller Sloth 
Bear, Melurus ursinus, which the boys met in 
Himalayan Kidnap are found in the lowlands; they 
love eating termites. The Nepali for bear is bhalu.

Bedbug—(Cimex lectulaaris) mahogany brown, 
wingless insects that look like mobile brown 
lentils. During the day, they skulk in furniture and 
in cracks in the plaster of houses and between 
bricks and come out to feed after dark.
Bee-Eater—(Merops spp.) five species of 
superbly coloured birds that feed on insects; 
they nest in holes that they make in sandbanks 
and riverbanks.
Birch Tree—the Himalayan birch (Betula utilis) 
grows in the mountains up to 4500m above sea level.
Bistort Flower—(Bistorta macrophyllla) a hardy 
low-growing mountain flower that—in chapter 
10—made Alex think of wounds and blood.
‘Blood-Sucker’ Lizard—(Calotes versicolor) the 

 Wildlife mentioned in this book
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common garden agamid or ‘bloodsucker’ so-
called because of the colour the males turn in the 
breeding season. They are medium-sized iguana-
like lizards often about 20cm long. They are also 
called chisel-toothed lizards.
Blue Sheep—(Pseudois nayaur) wild sheep with 
short blue-grey wool that is also sometimes 
called the bharal; weighs up to 70 kg; stands up 
to 90cm at the shoulder; their horns spread out 
to the sides, are about 60cm long but can be as 
much as 84cm and can be curled like a domestic 
ram or an American bighorn’s.
Brain Fever Bird—the Common Hawk Cuckoo, 
(Cuculus varius) its very loud calls are often heard 
during the hot weather in the lowlands of Nepal, 
and in much of South Asia. It is about 34cm long.
Butcher-Bird—(Lanius schach) the little bird 
British people call the butcher bird is a shrike. 
Nepalis call it the bhanera. It is 24cm long. The 
Newar people of the Kathmandu Valley use the 
beak of the dead bird for feeding rice to a baby 
for the first time in a ceremony that is thought to 
make the baby wise.
Caterpillar—hairy moth caterpillars of various 
species have venom in their ‘fur’; they hurt if you 
brush against them. Some cause blood blisters.
Chestnut—(Castanopsis indica) broad-leafed 
trees related to birches but which provide 
delicious sweet chestnuts, protected within spiky 
burrs. Chestnuts are excellent to eat when roasted.
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Chough—lightly built birds belonging to the crow 
family. Their feathers are black but their beaks 
are either red or yellow, and are long and slender. 
The red billed chough (Pyrrhocorax pyrrhocrax) 
measures 46cm and the yellow-billed chough (P. 
graculus) is just 40cm long.
Cicada—enormous noisy sap-sucking flying 
insects. The Asian empress cicada holds the 
record for being the world’s noisiest insect. 
When predators are about, cicadas sing more 
quietly in the hope that another cicada will be 
heard and eaten rather than them. They begin 
their lives underground feeding on root sap but 
then climb up the tree-trunk to ‘hatch’ into the 
adult that has wings and a loud call. It is common 
to find empty cicada larva cases still holding onto 
the tree-trunk that was their nursery.
Curry Leaves—the shrubby plant or small tree 
Murraya koenigii that is responsible for the idea 
that in the Indian sub-continent food is called 
curry or karri. Leaves from curry trees are often 
added to “curries” and are also called sweet neem 
leaves. The tree grows no more than 3m high. Its 
ripe fruit can be eaten fresh too.
Danphe—the Impeyan Pheasant Lophophorus 
impejanus

Daphne—shrub that has little off-white flowers 
and a beautiful perfume. Originally plants were 
brought from Nepal by Victorian plant-hunters 
and now are often found in European gardens.
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Deer—spotted deer and the little muntjac also 
hog deer are common in lowland Nepal. In the 
mountains, the children met a pair of Musk Deer. 
Drongo—(Dicrurus paradiseus) an elegant, long-
tailed, black flycatcher which occurs in Africa, 
Asia and Australia.
Dung Beetle—these little refuse-collectors 
gather up buffalo and other dung, pack it into balls 
and roll them back to lay their eggs on them—
for baby-food. Recent research (putting hats in 
the beetles) has shown they navigate accurately 
using the sun, moon or star constellations.
Elephants—(Elephas maximus or haati) the so-
called Indian elephant lives in Nepal and south-
east Asia too. It stands about 11ft at the shoulder; 
none of the females and only some males have 
tusks, whereas in Africa, elephants of both sexes 
have tusks. Males can weigh over five tonnes. 
Adults eat about 150kg of food each day.
Elephant Birds—mythical creatures perhaps 
based on Madagascar’s flightless giants. 
Flea—(Pulex irritans) fleas are a very successful 
group of flightless insects and many mammals 
and birds have their own specialist parasites. 
Human fleas are the colour of polished leather, 
flattened side-to-side and are great jumpers. 
If they climb aboard they can be felt running 
over the skin. They bite to feed on blood and 
can transmit a range (at least 17) of different 
diseases, including plague.
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Gecko—the common house gecko (Hemidactylus 
flaviviridis) is flesh coloured and about 10cm 
long. They can shed their tails (as a defence) 
and regrow them, although the second version 
always looks stumpy and not so elegant.
Gentian—low growing trumpet-shaped blue 
flowers that can carpet the mountainside making 
whole hillsides look blue. There are at least eight 
different kinds in Nepal.
Golden Eagle—(Aquila heliaca) a magnificent 
bird of prey with a wingspan of at least two 
metres. It is the fifth largest eagle in the world and 
can achieve speeds of 90mph when swooping on 
prey. Himalayan golden eagles are the largest of 
the various sub-species. They have wingspans of 
2.8m and weigh over 6kg. They can take prey as 
big as a hog deer or a muntjac but tend to pick on 
sickly or weak individuals.
Hare—(Lepus nigricollis) properly called the 
black-naped hare as it has a dark brown or black 
triangle from the ears down to the shoulders; it 
weights up to 3.6kg.
Hog Deer—(Axis porcinus) so called because 
they are small, round and scuttle like pigs. They 
measure about 60cm at the shoulder. 
Jackal—(Canis aureus) a gold-coloured wild dog; 
a scavenger; they weigh up to 15kg.
Jungle Cat—(Felis chaus) a long-legged cat with 
a head and body little over 60cm, with a short tail 
about 30cm long; weighs 5-6kg.
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Jungle Fowl—(Gallus gallus) the wild bantam 
and perhaps the colourful ancestor of our 
farmyard chickens; they are 43-58cm long.
Kestrel—(Falco tinnunculus) a tawny, medium-
sized bird of prey related to falcons that is expert at 
hovering; they are 33—35cm long, including the tail.
King Cobra—(Ophiophagus hannah) an enormous 
and highly venomous snake that can measure over 
five metres in length and weigh up to 12kg.
Krait—a big black venomous though not very 
aggressive snake, Bungarus caerulus; said to 
be capable of killing a man in 5-12 hours; they 
rarely grow much over a metre in length.
Langur—(Semnopithicus entellus) a slender 
light-coloured kind of leaf monkey with a long 
bell-pull tail. They are sociable and go around in 
troops of 10—35 individuals. They have complex 
stomachs that allow them to ferment the leaves 
they eat so they can get more nutrition from an 
otherwise poor source of food.
Laughing Thrushes—(Garrulax spp.) noisy 
thrush-like birds that always sound like they are 
partying; there are 16 different kinds in Nepal. 
Leech—black worm-like creature that sucks 
blood; it injects anaesthetic so you can’t feel the 
bite and also a chemical to stop the blood clotting 
so it can feed for hours. Leech bites therefore 
often bleed for hours.
Leopard—Panthera pardus a medium sized ‘big 
cat’ that weighs up to 70kg. They are cunning solo 
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hunters and sometimes turn man-eater. Even so 
they are rarely encountered in tiger country. A 
tiger would kill any leopard in its territory if it 
could. Confusingly villagers call these cats bagh, 
the same word they use for tiger.
Lizard—Nepal has a great number of lizards 
including the agamids or chisel-toothed lizards; 
these are iguana-like lizards, about 20cm long; 
see ‘blood-sucker’ (above).
Magnolia—magnolia trees have existed for 95 
million years and are thought to have evolved 
before bees, so are pollinated by beetles. There 
are many kinds throughout the tropics and 
subtropics and Magnolia campbellii is native to 
Nepal. They have skinny trunks but huge white 
cup-shaped flowers which appear before the 
leaves sprout. Magnolias from the Himalayas are 
grown in gardens all over the world. 
Mahonia—spiky bush with scented yellow 
flowers that is native to Nepal and grows wild in the 
Himalayas. It is now common in gardens in Europe. 
Marten—Himalayan yellow-throated (Martes 
flavigula) 45-60cm long plus a 15-17cm long 
tail. Predators of snakes, squirrels, baby birds, 
rodents and even young deer.
Minivet—(Pericrocotus ethologus) small bird 
measuring 20cm, but most of this length is due 
to its very long-tail. They inhabit the forests of 
the Himalayas; generally males are bright red 
and females yellow.
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Monal—(Tragopan satyra) Crimson horned pheasant.
Mongoose—(Herpestes edwardsi) tawny, yellowish-
grey, weighs 1.4kg and is up to 90cm long 
including a 45cm tail. This species is often called 
the Indian grey mongoose or the common grey 
mongoose and is the model for Rikki-Tikki-Tavi 
in one of Kipling’s Jungle Book stories.
Monkey—or more properly the rhesus macaque 
(Macaca malata) quarrelsome, greedy temple 
monkey of Asia; they have short tails and weigh 
up to 10kg. They live in troops of 20 to 70 monkeys 
with a big dominant male in charge. They can 
carry plenty of food in their cheek pouches.
Mouse-Hare or Pika—(Ochotona spp.) small 
fur-balls related to rabbits. There are six species 
in Nepal and others live as far away as North 
America. Nepalis call them chuchundra.
Muntjac or Barking Deer—(Muntiacus muntjak) 
has an alarm shout that sounds like a dog barking. 
They are small deer that stand up to 75cm at the 
shoulder. The muntjacs that are now common 
in Britain are a different but similar-looking 
species that originated from China and escaped 
from Woburn Park in Bedfordshire. The Indian 
muntjac, which is the species found in Nepal is 
remarkable for being the mammal with fewest 
chromosomes: the female has six and the male 
seven, whereas Reeve’s muntjac has 46—the 
same number as humans.
Musk Deer—(Moschus moschiferus) a little 
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creature of the mountains standing only about 
50cm at the shoulder but which is of interest to 
biologists as it seems to be an evolutionary link 
between antelope and deer. It is the only kind of 
deer to have a gall bladder. It has neither antlers 
nor horns but its canine teeth, which look like 
little tusks, make formidable weapons. Their 
hooves are especially adapted to rock-climbing. 
They eat grass, lichens, leaves and flowers and 
like birch forests. Male musk deer have a musk 
gland under the belly. The musk smells like pee 
when it is fresh but acquires a musky smell on 
drying. Musk deer have another scent-producing 
gland under the tail.
Nilgai—the sacred ‘blue bull’ (Hippotragus 
leucophaeus) stocky, fast, horse-sized antelope 
standing 1.4m at the shoulder and weighing up 
to 300kg. They have been recorded as running 
50kmph/30mph.
Oak Trees— there are at least 18 kinds of oaks 
(Quercus spp.) in Nepal and they all tend to be 
smaller and less impressive that the oaks you see 
in Britain and the rest of Europe but their acorns 
are recognisable.  
Orange Oakleaf—(Kallima inachus) a butterfly 
with a wingspan of 65-80mm. They are found in 
Nepal up to an altitude of about 2000m.
Orchids—small plants producing beautiful 
flowers. Some species grow in the ground, while 
a great many others grow on trees but do not 
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parasitise them. There are more than 50 species 
native to Nepal.
Panda—the Red Panda (Ailurus fulgens) or 
ponya is a bit bigger than a domestic cat and is 
about 55cm long. The Nepali name may be the 
origin of the English word ‘panda’. 
Pangolin—(Manis pentadactyla) an armoured 
eater of termites and ants. The so-called Chinese 
Pangolin that is found in Nepal has a head and 
body that is up to 58cm long with a 33-38cm 
long tail. The so-called Indian Pangolin Manis 
crassicaudata) is a little larger. When rolled up 
they are about the size of a car tyre.  
Peacock—(Pavo cristatus) large bird related to 
pheasants. The male is a superb blue colour with 
a long tail with ‘eyes’ at the tip. He can raise his 
tail to a fan, to impress the drab brown females.
Pheasant—Nepal has two impressive species: 
the Danphe—the Impeyan Pheasant Lophophorus 
impejanus and the Monal—Crimson horned 
pheasant Tragopan satyra.

Pika—see mouse-hare.
Praying Mantis—large carnivorous insects that 
hold their sharp spiny pincer-like front legs bent up 
so they look like they are praying. There are prob-
ably about 200 kinds in the Indian sub-continent.
Primrose—(Primula spp.) small often low-
growing plants with small flat rosette or tubular 
flowers. In Nepal they can be yellow, pink, white 
or purple. They are not related or similar to the 
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much larger evening primrose from the Americas.
Rat Snake—(Ptyas mucosus) a common (and 
commonly seen) snake of the lowlands of Nepal. 
It is harmless but its substantial size can make it 
frightening. They are often two metres long but 
occasionally specimens over 3.5m are found.
Rhododendron—there are at least 30 kinds of 
rhododendron trees in Nepal and the extravagant 
blooms come in many colours. Rhododendron 
honey can be toxic and isn’t recommended.
Sapsucker—woodpeckers that chisel into 
oak tree trunks to drink the flowing sap. Alex 
spotted a Rufous-bellied Sapsucker, Hypopicus 
hyperythus, a 23cm long “ladder-back.”
Silk-Cotton Tree—gigantic trees that are 
propped up by huge buttresses in their trunks 
but which are soft enough to carve into dug-out 
canoes. Their seeds (in pods) are surrounded 
with fluffy cottony material that can be used to 
make lumpy uncomfortable pillows. Properly 
called the Indian red silk-cotton tree, Bombax 
ceiba its big red cabbagey flowers in appear in 
March. It is called simal in Nepali and Hindi.
Snow Leopard—(Panthera uncial) beautiful 
grey and white, medium-sized ‘big cat’ of the 
mountains that weighs up to 55kg.
Spotted Deer—(Axis axis or chital) an attractive 
deer rather like a fallow but with less complex 
antlers. They weigh up to 86kg.
Squirrel—there is quite a range of squirrels in 
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Nepal. My favourites are the little five- and three-
striped palm squirrels (Fundambulus pennanti 
and F. palmarum), which are very like American 
chipmunks. There are also some giants (including 
Ratufa the largest species in the world) and 
several flying squirrels which come in a range 
of colours although most Himalayan species are 
dark, from almost black to chestnut.
Stilt—(Himantopus himantopus) an elegant 
black and white wading bird with long, pink, 
stilt-like legs.
Sunbirds—(Aethopyga nipalensis) one of seven 
species found in Nepal. The feathers of the males 
are brilliantly colourful; they shine and change 
colour like they are made of oil.
Tahr—(Hemitragus jemlahicus) a heavy-bodied 
shaggy wild goat that stands up to 100cm at the 
shoulder and weighs up to 90kg; their horns are 
thick and backward-facing.
Tick—blood-sucking invertebrates that sit on 
bushes with four of their eight legs stretched out 
ready to catch their prey. They are blind but detect 
a meal by sensing breath, body odors, body heat, 
moisture, and vibrations with their front legs. Some 
can recognise a shadow. Their legs are barbed and 
they cement their mouthparts to their victims so 
are painful to pull off; if the mouthparts break off 
you can get a nasty infected bite site. Some ticks can 
live without feeding for up to 10 years.
Tiger—(Panthera tigris) or bagh in Nepali. The largest 
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of the world’s big cats which weigh up to 250kg.
Tortoiseshell butterfly—(Aglais caschmirensis) 
an attractive medium-sized butterfly that is 
similar to the species common in England and the 
rest of Europe. One of the commonest butterflies 
all over Nepal from the lowlands right up to 
5400m above sea level. Wingspan is 45-50mm.
Tokay—(Gekko gecko) a large normally nocturnal 
lizard that has sucker feet so is excellent as 
running up walls. They measure up to 35 cm in 
length. They are common in south-east Asia.
Vultures—eight different species live in Nepal. 
In the lowlands the Indian griffon (or long-billed) 
vulture (Gyps indicus) was common and used to 
clear up a lot of disgusting rotting flesh howev-
er the anti-inflammatory medicine diclofenac 
got into their food chain and recently their pop-
ulations have plummeted. In the mountains the 
bearded vulture or lammergeier (Gypaetus bar-
batus) can be seen, and there are striking mostly 
white, yellow-faced Egyptian vultures (Neophron 
percnopterus) and others.
Walnut Tree—(Juglans regia) a big deciduous tree 
that grows from Europe in the west, throughout 
the Middle East and right across Asia into China. 
The nuts are large and delicious and the husks 
surrounding the nut shell stain persistently 
orange and so this is used as a local carpet dye.
Weasel—there are at least four kinds in Nepal. 
The children saw the Himalayan Weasel, Mustela 
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sibirica which is about 30cm long plus a 15cm 
furry tail. They are found in the mountains at 
altitudes between 5000-16,000ft/1500-5000m 
and like to eat rats, mice, mouse-hares, eggs, 
small birds, etc. Later the children met a Pale 
Weasel (Mustela altaic), which inhabits the 
mountains between around 2000m to 4000m 
above sea level.
Yak—(Bos grunniens) Yaks are closely related 
to cows, but are much hairier. Yaks and cows 
are encouraged to mate as the offspring are 
hardy and hairy and much less aggressive than 
pure-bred yaks. Yaks are adapted for life in the 
high mountains and have been found as high as 
6000m above sea level. Wild yak are probably no 
longer found in Nepal, but do survive in remote 
parts of Tibet. 
Yeti—the mythical abominable snowman of the 
Himalayas. 


