
Kathmandu, 
June 2021. 

Dear friends, 
Because of the Lord's great love we are not consumed, for his compassions never fail. 

They are new every morning; great is your faithfulness. 
I say to myself "The Lord is my portion; therefore I will wait for him." Lam.3.22-26 

 
I arrive to work, lock my bicycle in a quiet spot outside the hospital kitchen and am immediately met with a 
round of enthusiastic 'namastes' from the cooks and assistants inside.  Amar, the newly-hired Nepali 
dietitian, is there before me and already checking the orders for dietary supplements for 'normal' patients.  
I greet Soori, the kitchen manager, and our conversation immediately turns to the pressure of the ongoing 
demand to cater for 200 coronavirus patients plus all the ward staff needed to look after them.  Looking 
into the steamy kitchen, I eye up the lines of staff packing individual meals for delivery as part of an 
endless run of food, drinking water, and medical supplies hauled by hand to the coronavirus wards.  It's a 
fine balance, the number of meals required versus the number of kitchen staff available to prepare them; 
as cases rise, so do the number of staff who test positive, fall ill or need leave to look after family 
members.  The stress on those who remain increases as they work for weeks without their usual day off.  
 
As we discuss the staffing of the different shifts for the day and the sufficiency of stock during an 
increasingly tight lockdown, I reflect back to Surya some of Mark's debriefing over dinner the night before.  
The tragic stories of younger patients with fewer complicating conditions, becoming increasingly 
breathless, yet remaining lucid and relatively well while their lungs deteriorate.  The emotional 
negotiations with them and their family about the steps towards intubation and artificial ventilation, from 
which far too few return.  The hopes raised by a donation of seventy five oxygen concentrators which were 
cleared through airport customs in record time and distributed to less serious patients in order to free up 
more oxygen for the critically ill.   The terrible tension of the subsequent weekend when the hospital's 
main oxygen supplier closed for two hours for urgent maintenance, a disruption that subsequently 
extended to six hours and left hospital administrators working through the night to beg and borrow 
cylinders from other hospitals and oxygen plants across the city to cover the gap.   
 
Outside the kitchen, the main corridor leading to the wards has been closed for the last year as it hosts the 
only elevator for the coronavirus section of the hospital.  Squeezing past hand-pushed delivery trolleys that 
are bumping over the rough ground, I take the now-familiar detour through an internal courtyard and am 
met by the loud clanging of yet another delivery of oxygen cylinders.  A team of thirty five staff and daily 
labourers continue to work around the clock, loading and unloading dusty cylinders by hand off the back of 
a series of battered trucks.  Under blazing sunshine and through heavy downpours, with immense and 
persistent effort, they have kept the breaks in oxygen supply to patients to a minimum.   
 
Further along I pass an open area with white tenting stretched over it and the sound of splashing from 
within.  Draped in full PPE, and wearing heavy rubber boots, a team of housekeeping staff are moving 
equipment and plastic clothing out to dry after disinfection in a converted section of the maternity ward, a 
process that allows the hospital to re-use much of its supply of PPE.  Just ahead is my destination, the 
central stores, but today the tiled walkway presents me with a new sight: a line of fifty gleaming stainless 
steel canisters, each 6 feet high and 2 feet in diameter.  Walking between them, a slight 'hiss' from their 
pressure gauges is discernible, like someone letting out a sigh of awe. Mohan, the tireless manager of the 
maintenance department, appears beside me. "Liquid oxygen, sent by the Chinese government from 
Tibet", he announces with a grin.  Each canister contains oxygen equivalent to 35 cylinders, and can be 
connected to the manifest whenever there are gaps in the supply. It might well have been liquid gold.  



The dichotomy of 'life during coronavirus' can be difficult to hold together:  The intensity of the 
coronavirus wards compared to the empty rooms and hallways of the outpatient clinics.  The peace on the 
vacant streets of lockdown, while cases of alcohol poisoning and suicide attempts fill up the 'normal' ICU.  
The beauty of evening birdsong in our quiet neighbourhood interrupted by the WhatsApp updates on 
corona-stricken friends and acquaintances.  Quickly finishing my work with patients in the main hospital 
block, I head back to the kitchen to see where they could use an extra pair of hands. In the midst of 
packing foil cartons of steaming rice on one of the food lines, my mind wanders to life 'beyond'.   
 
Earlier this month, Zachary travelled to London to spend the summer working while living in the home of 
Gareth, a family friend from Nepal.  I remember how I myself spent a "London summer" in similar fashion 
thirty years ago after my own first year in college. Despite the corona virus restrictions on campus life, 
Zachary has had a great 'freshman year', stretching his wings of independence, grappling with college 
academics, and making a set of close friends with whom to enjoy the journey.  The path for Benjamin has 
been less straightforward, as he struggled head-on with the challenges of being a "third-culture kid", 
missing his life in Nepal deeply while working hard to find his feet (and his basketball shot) in his new 
American boarding school.  He is now staying with more friends from Nepal, Fred & Cyndi, working a 
summer job in a hardware store while considering his options for next year.  Throughout the spring, Mark 
also has had to struggle with loyalties across continents as he has tried to support his mother from afar 
through recent health difficulties.  We have become experts at the rapid calculations required for the 
correct timing of phone calls morning and evening to stay connected with the ups and downs of each day 
on the other side of the world!  We are grateful that we, as health workers, and our extended family across 
the US, Ireland and the UK have all now received coronavirus vaccinations.   
 
As the current surge in Nepal starts to ebb, our minds are beginning to think 'forward' again.  Nepal's 
central government is in a state of disarray, and has simultaneously extended the current lockdown into its 
seventh week while calling for elections to be held in the autumn.  Neither decision seems appropriate to 
addressing the critical state of the economy nor the concerns for a third coronavirus wave (with just 3% of 
the population fully vaccinated).  For ourselves, autumn brings the prospect of needing to renew our visas 
to remain in Nepal, a process which is never straight forward.  Our invitation to continue working in Nepal 
remains, not least with the fledgling dietary department at the hospital, but uncertainty about the best 
way for Benjamin to complete high school, and continued concern for Mark's Mum, leave us considering 
our options to support them in the months ahead.  Once more we ask for prayer to find the way ahead. 
 
It is the end of the fourth week since we last wrote, urgently asking for prayer in the face of the oxygen 
crisis.  I wander out again to the hospital maintenance area to review the scene at the oxygen manifest.  
The Chinese canisters remained standing around the edges, alert and ready for action.  But now in their 
midst is gathered a small army of extra Nepali cylinders, seventy in all, lined up in tight rows, awaiting their 
turn in the supply chain.  Within a week, equipment should arrive to start installation of Patan Hospital's 
new oxygen plant.  For this answer to prayer we quite literally breathe a sigh of relief…and immense 
gratitude. 
 
With thanks for your faithful support, 
Deirdre and Mark (with Zachary – London, and Benjamin – New York). 
 
 
 


