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Saturday, May 1st, 1999

‘Last time I went bouldering in my hobnails, I fell off,’ said Conrad.
Jochen wanted to cheer, but knew that if he responded to the

coded message it might alert a rival group tuned in to their
frequency – or even worse, allow an eavesdropping journalist to
realize that they’d discovered a body. He left the radio on, hoping
for a clue that would reveal which of the two victims the search
party had come across, but not another word was spoken. Only
a crackling sound confirmed that someone was out there, but
unwilling to speak.

Jochen followed his instructions to the letter, and after sixty
seconds of silence he switched off the radio. He only wished he’d
been selected as a member of the original climbing party, who
were out there searching for the two bodies, but he’d drawn
the short straw. Someone had to remain at base camp and
man the radio. He stared out of the tent at the falling snow,
and tried to imagine what was going on higher up the mountain.

�
Conrad Anker stared down at the frozen body, the bleached skin
as white as marble. The clothes, or what was left of them, looked
as if they had once belonged to a tramp, not a man who had been
educated at either Oxford or Cambridge. A thick hemp rope was
tied round the dead man’s waist, the frayed ends showing where
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it must have broken during the fall. The arms were extended over
the head, the left leg crossed above the right. The tibia and fibula
of the right leg were both broken, so that the foot looked as if it
was detached from the rest of the body.

None of the team spoke as they struggled to fill their lungs
with the thin air; words are rationed at 27,000 feet. Anker finally
fell to his knees in the snow and offered up a prayer to Chomo-
lungma, Goddess Mother of the Earth. He took his time; after all,
historians, alpinists, journalists and the simply curious had waited
over seventy-five years for this moment. He removed one of his
thick fleece-lined gloves and placed it on the snow beside him,
then leant forward, each movement slow and exaggerated, and
with the index finger of his right hand gently pushed back the stiff
collar of the dead man’s jacket. Anker could hear his heart pound-
ing as he read the neat red letters displayed on a Cash’s name
tape that had been sewn on the inside of the shirt collar.

‘Oh my God,’ said a voice from behind him. ‘It’s not Irvine.
It’s Mallory.’

Anker didn’t comment. He still needed to confirm the one
piece of information they had travelled over five thousand miles
to discover.

He slipped his gloveless hand into the inside pocket of the
dead man’s jacket, and deftly removed the hand-stitched pouch
that Mallory’s wife had so painstakingly made for him. He gently
unfolded the cotton, fearing that it might fall apart in his hands.
If he found what he was looking for, the mystery would finally be
solved.

A box of matches, a pair of nail scissors, a blunt pencil, a note
written on an envelope showing how many oxygen cylinders were
still in working order before they attempted the final climb, a bill
(unpaid) from Gamages for a pair of goggles, a Rolex wristwatch
minus its hands, and a letter from Mallory’s wife dated April 14th,
1924. But the one thing Anker had expected to find wasn’t there.

He looked up at the rest of the team, who were waiting
impatiently. He drew a deep breath, and delivered his words
slowly. ‘There’s no photograph of Ruth.’

One of them cheered.
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St Bees, Cumbria, Tuesday, July 19th, 1892

If you had asked George why he’d begun walking towards the
rock, he wouldn’t have been able to tell you. The fact that he
had to wade into the sea to reach his goal didn’t appear to
concern him, even though he couldn’t swim.

Only one person on the beach that morning showed the
slightest interest in the six-year-old boy’s progress. The Reverend
Leigh Mallory folded his copy of The Times and placed it on the
sand at his feet. He didn’t alert his wife, who was lying on the
deckchair beside him, eyes closed, enjoying the occasional rays
of sunshine, oblivious to any danger their eldest son might be
facing. He knew that Annie would only panic, the way she had
when the boy had climbed onto the roof of the village hall during
a meeting of the Mothers’ Union.

The Reverend Mallory quickly checked on his other three
children, who were playing contentedly by the water’s edge,
unconcerned with their brother’s fate. Avie and Mary were
happily collecting seashells that had been swept in on the
morning tide, while their younger brother Trafford was concen-
trating on filling a small tin bucket with sand. Mallory’s attention
returned to his son and heir, who was still heading resolutely
towards the rock. He was not yet worried, surely the boy would
eventually realize he had to turn back. But he rose from his
deckchair once the waves began to cover the boy’s knee breeches.
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Although George was now almost out of his depth, the
moment he reached the jagged outcrop he deftly pulled himself
out of the sea and leapt from rock to rock, quickly reaching the
top. There he settled himself, and stared out towards the horizon.
Although his favourite subject at school was history, clearly no
one had told him about King Canute.

His father was now watching with some trepidation as the
waves surged carelessly around the rocks. He waited patiently for
the boy to become aware of the danger he was in, when he
would surely turn and ask for help. He didn’t. When the first
spray of foam touched the boy’s toes, the Reverend Mallory
walked slowly down to the water’s edge. ‘Very good, my boy,’ he
murmured as he passed his youngest, who was now intently
building a sandcastle. But his eyes never left his eldest son, who
still hadn’t looked back, even though the waves were now lapping
around his ankles. The Reverend Mallory plunged into the sea
and started to swim towards the rock, but with each slow lunge
of his military breaststroke he became more aware that it was
much further away than he had realized.

He finally reached his goal, and pulled himself on to the rock.
As he clambered awkwardly to the top he cut his legs in several
places, showing none of the sure-footedness his son had earlier
displayed. Once he’d joined the boy, he tried not to reveal that
he was out of breath and in some considerable discomfort.

That’s when he heard her scream. He turned to observe his
wife, standing at the water’s edge, shouting desperately, ‘George!
George!’

‘Perhaps we should be making our way back, my boy,’
suggested the Reverend Mallory, trying not to sound at all
concerned. ‘We don’t want to worry your mother, do we?’

‘Just a few more moments, Papa,’ begged George, who
continued to stare resolutely out to sea. But his father decided
they couldn’t wait any longer, and pulled his son gently off the
rock.

It took the two of them considerably longer to reach the
safety of the beach, as the Reverend Mallory, cradling his son in
his arms, had to swim on his back, only able to use his legs to
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assist him. It was the first time George became aware that return
journeys can take far longer.

When George’s father finally collapsed on the beach,
George’s mother rushed across to join them. She fell on her
knees and smothered the child in her bosom, crying, ‘Thank
God, thank God,’ while showing scant interest in her exhausted
husband. George’s two sisters stood several paces back from the
advancing tide, quietly sobbing, while his younger brother con-
tinued to build his fortress, far too young for any thoughts of
death to have crossed his mind.

The Reverend Mallory eventually sat up and stared at his
eldest son, who was once again looking out to sea although the
rock was no longer in sight. He accepted for the first time that
the boy appeared to have no concept of fear, no sense of risk.




