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PREFACE




Most stories have a single beginning and a single ending. This one has a few of each. The most obvious ending came on May 16, 2002, when Sue and I stood together on top of Mt. Everest. That day we became the first couple to climb the Seven Summits—the highest mountain on each continent—together. “You made it, baby!” I hollered in Sue’s ear. Not the most romantic way to acknowledge a pivotal moment, but if you don’t holler you can’t be heard over the wind. If we’d been down at sea level we might have thought of some other ways to celebrate, but we had oxygen masks dangling from our faces, down suits covering every inch of skin, and 30-pound packs strapped to our backs, so that was the best we could do. But we didn’t have to get personal to tell each other how we felt. We’d spent the last two months getting to the top of Everest—two months shoehorned into a 6- by 6-foot tent, sharing every meal, every ache, every thought, every fear. There wasn’t much we didn’t know about each other. And because mountaineering (like life) doesn’t always work out the way you want, we’d done it all the year before on our first summit attempt as well. That’s where those multiple beginnings come in. It’s hard to know where the story really starts.

I do know that for Sue and me it had different beginnings. Sue knew the minute we climbed McKinley in 1995 that she wanted to do the Seven Summits. She was new to mountaineering then (she had three mountains under her belt) but she loves a challenge, and in the world of climbing there are few that are more famous than the Seven Summits. Ever since Dick Bass became the first to do it in 1985 hundreds of people have tried, but by 1995 only thirty had succeeded. She made noises about it but I pretty much ignored her. For one thing, I’d already done the Seven Summits and I wasn’t interested in doing them again. Second, I thought the idea would pass. Third, I obviously hadn’t conveyed to her the vast difference between climbing Mt. McKinley and Mt. Everest.

So that was the end of the discussion—or so I thought. But my guiding business was growing and over the next few years I had the opportunity annually to take groups of customers up many of the Seven, and once or twice a year Sue used her hard-earned vacation days to come along. So before I saw what was happening, in addition to McKinley we had knocked off Elbrus in Europe and Kilimanjaro in Africa, Aconcagua in South America and Vinson in Antarctica, and even little Kosciuszko in Australia, which on any other continent would be considered a Sunday stroll. And then all that was left was Everest, Mother Goddess of the World. Surely Sue didn’t expect me to take her there. But she did. And as time went on, and I realized how truly serious she was, I, too, began to get pulled in. I began to see that it wasn’t just a matter of climbing Everest, or of finishing the Seven Summits; it was an embodiment of something we’d been working toward ever since we’d met. For seven years, in the mountains and at home, we’d been growing a partnership. We’d been learning about each other, coming to trust each other, putting ourselves in each other’s hands. Everest would place the ultimate demands on that partnership—but it was also where the partnership would shine. I realized that I wanted that experience as much as she did. When I summited Everest in 1984 I became the first American to do so from the less-climbed north side, and I was sure my pleasure was unsurpassable. But now, when I thought about doing it with Sue, I knew that standing on top with her would be even better.

What I couldn’t know at that time was that the partnership was about to be tested in a way I had never imagined, and that the challenge would not be on Everest, but right here at home. Nor could I know that when we did finally stand on top of Everest, the story would not be over.

Unknown to both of us, other endings were still to come.


Phil Ershler



Kirkland, Washington



May 2006
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January 2001

Susan,

Is it good to have all your dreams realized before 50? Thanks for making that happen.

 Love,

Phil




February 2001

Phil,

Well, here we go. Almost time to leave for the big one. Have I told you lately you are my hero?

I love you. Can’t wait to be stuck together for several months.

 Love,

Sue
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DREAMS BREAK ON EVEREST


May 2001



At 26,000 feet, the wind howls like a freight train. I lay in the pitch black, willing the tent to hold its ground, trying not to think about the fact that by 10:00 tomorrow morning either we’d be standing on top of Everest, thumbing our noses at everything that had conspired against us, or we’d be back here in this frozen, wind-beaten sardine can of a tent listening to five years’ worth of hope and effort whip away. Which way? The wind taunted me with the question.

Earlier in the evening we’d learned that a climber from another team had not returned from the summit. Inside my sleeping bag, my hands and feet had gone numb; my desire to complete the climb had flickered. But Phil had talked me through it. “What’s changed?” he asked. “We knew yesterday that people die up here. Is the mountain less safe today? Are we less capable?” I rallied. I felt eager. I couldn’t wait for the alarm to go off at 9:00 p.m. so we could head up to the summit. The image I’d carried for so long—the two of us, arm in arm on top of the world—came back stronger, clearer than ever. But now, staring into the dark, feeling the cold penetrate the nylon walls, that clarity once again receded.

I heard the beep of Phil’s alarm, then the whoosh of gas as he lit the tiny stove. A professional mountain climber, Phil is conditioned to get up in seconds. It would be a matter of minutes before he prodded me to do the same. But I had no desire to get out of my bag. With two layers under my down suit, a hat on my head, gloves on my hands, and two pairs of socks on my feet, I was actually warm, and the churning that had roiled my stomach for much of the last two months had vehemently returned. We had already delayed our summit attempt by a day because of the weather. Shouldn’t we wait one more day? But that was impossible. It was May 21, the end of the season. After tomorrow, Sherpas would start dismantling the ropes that fix the route to the summit, and below us the already shifting Icefall would become impassable. Phil crawled out of the tent and a jet of cold air came through the tiny opening. Between the wind gusts I heard him talking with another climber and then, above their voices, a different sound, hypnotic and haunting. It took a moment to realize what it was: Ang Passang, leader of our climbing Sherpas, chanting. Ang Passang was praying for our safety! It must be even worse than I thought! Stop! Relax, Sue, a calmer voice told me. Ang Passang is a devout Buddhist. He probably prays every morning. You just heard him today because he’s right outside your tent. I closed my eyes and let his voice wash over me, and for one brief moment I was able to drift—fearless—in his steady, musical prayer. Then reluctantly I pulled my boot liners out of my sleeping bag where I kept them so they wouldn’t freeze.

The world above 8,000 meters—26,000 feet—is no place for the human body. Even if you wear an oxygen mask your brain gets too little oxygen, so your thinking is slow, your movements are labored, your circulation is impaired. The simplest tasks—just zipping your jacket or lacing your boot liner—take twice as long as normal. It was ninety minutes before I’d managed all the zippers and Velcro, forced down a little coffee and a cookie, and jammed my warm feet into my outer boots, which were cold as ice. When I emerged from the tent it was into a swirl of stinging snow. All around, under the muted glow of headlamps, our three climbing partners and five Sherpas were hunched against the wind, strapping on harnesses and crampons and checking each other’s equipment. I did the same and then, one by one, we fell into line and began the slow march toward the rope that would guide us to the summit.

The South Col of Everest, where climbers pitch Camp 4, is a flat expanse of ice and rock 3,000 feet below the summit. I’d thought the flatness would make the crossing easy, but within moments I realized I was mistaken. The surface was a corrugated sea of frozen shallow waves that I had to straddle with my crampons. It was riven every few yards by narrow, snow-covered crevasses. I couldn’t lift my eyes from the ground lest I step into one by accident. My muscles were sore from the day before, my pack felt heavier, my headlamp cord froze where it snaked against my neck. And no matter how I adjusted it, my ascender, swinging from my safety harness, hit my knee with every step. To take my mind off my misery, I experimented with different rhythms: step . . . breathe . . . step . . . breathe . . . breathe . . . I yearned for the moment when the hypnosis of climbing would take over.

We had been going for twenty minutes when I heard a commotion behind me. I turned just in time to see Charlie Peck righting himself after a stumble. Charlie and John Waechter were the two friends we’d invited to join us for the expedition. Charlie had been Phil’s client on Mt. McKinley in the 1980s and had since become a friend. He was a natural choice for a partner because he’s one of the few people you can imagine spending two and a half months with clinging to the side of a mountain. But Charlie had been having a hard time the last few weeks. He’d gotten the “Khumbu crud,” a deep high-altitude cough that’s almost impossible to shake and that makes climbing even harder. He’d been through more pain than the rest of us just to get to the Col. Phil came up behind him and in the merged light of their headlamps, I saw them talking. Phil said something, Charlie shook his head, Phil clapped Charlie on the back. Then Charlie turned around. Wait! I thought. Charlie’s going back! If he’s going, I should too!



Stop it! I told myself sharply. Don’t go there. Focus. But even as I argued with myself, Phil’s light began edging forward. Rhythmically, it shrank the ground between us until I was standing in its circle of light. Phil took my gloved hand in his and gave it three quick squeezes: I . . . love . . . you. Then, carried forward by his nimbus, I bent my head, resumed my breathing, and continued moving.

Phil can do that for me. He is my husband, my mentor . . . my hero.

I was thirty-five—already “old”—when I met him; I’d given up on getting married. But within hours of meeting him I knew that I was wrong. I was a high-heeled, high-powered sales executive and he was a fleece-and-jeans mountain guide; we couldn’t have been more different if we tried. But he was the most compassionate and genuine man I’d ever met. From the get-go I was as lustful as a teenager. Pretty quickly, though, the lust grew into deep, deep love, unlike anything I’d ever known. By that time he’d taught me to love the mountains the way he did, and I’d begun using every vacation to join him on his climbs. So it seemed only natural that before too long we would attempt what no couple had done before, to climb the Seven Summits, the highest mountain on every continent, together.

What we couldn’t know was how close we would come to not making it. Not because of danger on the mountains, or because we lacked the skill or teamwork to pull it off, but because life had something else in store for us. In 1999, seven years after we met, three years after we married, six months after we made the sixth of our Seven Summits, while we were training for our millennium climb of Everest, Phil was hospitalized with cancer. On the day we met I couldn’t have imagined the degree to which I would allow my lifelong independence to soften into intimacy; the degree to which I would open up and take him in, make his life my life, his breath my breath. Nor could I imagine the depth of terror and pain I would feel when our life together was threatened. But Phil is as much a mountain as he is a climber: rock solid, undeterrable. And if there is one quality we share, it is the absolute refusal to let someone or something tell us no. We knew Phil might not survive. We knew he might never climb again. We still know the eventual outcome is uncertain. But we weren’t going to let cancer tell us no without giving it everything we had. So cancer thwarted us in ’99, but we took our five pounds of luck and six pounds of determination and made it here in 2001. Take that, cancer! Life is short, but for the moment it’s ours, and we’re living our dreams.

*   *   *

How do you explain to someone why you want to climb Mt. Everest? When I summited from the north in 1984 it was because I wanted to get my ticket punched; I wanted to validate what I’d been doing for the last fifteen years of my life. When I got back, my business partner, Eric Simonson, said, “Most of us think we can climb Everest, but now you know.” I guess that was a lot of it. I wanted to know.

Seventeen years later a lot of that was still operating. I was fifty years old, I’d survived cancer, I still wanted to know. But so far, this trip wasn’t showing me what I wanted to see. I wasn’t talking about it to the others, but things that had been relatively easy when I did this south-side route back in 1983—sleeping at altitude, scaling the steep ice of the Lhotse Face—were giving me trouble. And for all my admonitions—Dig deep, Phil, pull on your reserves—I knew the well wasn’t very deep.

Fortunately, the hyper-safety-conscious side of me had anticipated this situation. I was practical enough to know that having just survived colon cancer I wasn’t in top-notch condition, and for that reason I’d asked Greg Wilson, a longtime friend and climbing buddy, to join us as another guide. Greg and I were on Everest together in ’84 and he’d summited himself in ’91. Throughout this climb he’d been a strong, reliable partner. Now, as we headed out of camp, I let Greg take the lead. John accompanied him up front, followed by Sue and our Sherpa, Dorjee Lama. Behind them were Charlie, Ang Passang, and our other Sherpas, Phu Tashi, Dawa Zangbu, and Passang Yila. Underfoot, the snow was soft; traction was easy. From the spacing of the lights I could see that everyone was moving steadily. I was walking in a slow rest-step myself, gradually getting my rhythm, wondering whether the weather would clear as we got to higher elevation, when suddenly I felt my left foot stick in the snow. I pulled hard and the boot came up without its crampon. Damn! I’d noticed the crampon was loose when I’d put it on and hadn’t taken the time to adjust it. A stupid rookie mistake. I called myself a few names, retrieved the crampon, and put it back on.

We were almost at the fixed rope when I saw Charlie’s light fumble. I pulled up beside him.

“Lost my water bottle,” he shouted over the wind. He motioned in the direction the bottle had gone, off the side of the mountain.

“I’ll give you one of mine,” I yelled back.

He shook his head. “I’m outta here.”

“You sure? We can slow up.” Sometimes, if I can get someone to push just a little harder, the going gets better.

But he shook his head again. I knew he was thinking about his family. Charlie had been having a harder time than usual because of his cough, and I think he was feeling a little less aggressive than the rest of us because of his wife and two young children. Now he looked like he was in no mood for a discussion. So I clapped him on the back and he turned around. Ang Passang went with him.

I pushed myself to catch up to Sue. Sue had really impressed me on this climb. She’d been strong and steady right through the toughest sections, and never complained even when I knew she felt like garbage. That’s the way she’s always been about climbing. I thought about our decision to come here, on a path that led through six other summits as well as cancer. If climbing Everest in the 1980s was my way of validating my own life choices, climbing it now with Sue was a way of validating everything that she and I had built together.

At the rope, the snow gave way to slick, hard ice and the pitch rose to about 30 degrees. I clipped in and began to climb. The steps were high but easy to find, and after thirty hours of lying in the tent it felt good to be moving upward. Five steps up, I kicked into the ice, felt the crampon grab, then felt my foot give way beneath me. The crampon had come off again. I pulled off my glove. The cold cut like a razor. It took five tries to tighten the single screw because I could leave the glove off for only thirty seconds at a time. It annoyed me that I’d made such a careless mistake. The crampon itself was no biggie: I’d fixed it; it wouldn’t be any more trouble. But at 26,000 feet, it’s the simple mistakes that kill you. My good friend Marty Hoey’s climbing harness opened while we were on Everest in ’82. Closing it, she probably didn’t loop the belt back through the buckle. Then she leaned back to get out of someone’s way, and a second later she was gone.

With the crampon on, I continued up the slope. Charlie had been right to turn around. He knew he wasn’t firing on all cylinders and that the only safe thing was to go back down. What I didn’t appreciate, although I’d seen the evidence, was that I wasn’t firing on all cylinders either.

Our route was taking us up the triangle face, the exposed pyramid of ice and rock that culminates in the summit. Higher than everything around, the triangle is scoured relentlessly by wind and snow. Above my oxygen mask, my face felt sandblasted.

We’d been climbing for about an hour when I realized that my eyelashes and eyebrows were covered in ice. I brushed them off but minutes later the ice formed again. That was odd. In a decade of climbing in the Himalayas I’d never experienced that before. I exhaled deeply, hoping my breath would somehow warm the air above my mask, but minutes later the ice re-formed. What was going on? The ice was merely an annoyance but it unnerved me. It was one more issue, and as a guide, I don’t want to be the one with issues. It was one more reminder that I was letting myself and my teammates down.

I was also feeling growing concern about the weather. What had begun, back on the col, as wind-driven snow had deteriorated into a full-blown storm. The temperature had dropped significantly and the snow was now so thick I could barely see. I knew we were on the broad, featureless face of the triangle and that steep bands of rock occasionally punctuated the surface, but I knew these things by feel rather than sight. Occasionally, the ground beneath me would harden and I’d find myself feeling for a toehold in the rock; then I’d have to transfer my body weight to my arms and pull myself up on the rope. Ten or twenty steps later the angle would lessen and the snow would return. I was grateful for these occasions; they were the only landmarks that gave me any sense of progress. Occasionally I’d stop and scan the route ahead, hoping for some sign that we were closing in on the Balcony, the narrow ledge where we would rest, get fresh oxygen, and assess the situation. But looking for a visual clue was useless. All I saw was a snowy haze, as if I were looking at the world through wax paper.

Over the next half hour the visibility worsened—to the point where it was hard to get my footing. Half the time I’d kick my crampon into a step only to have it slip back out when I transferred my weight. Each step up meant a half step back. If I was having this much trouble, how was the rest of the team managing? Our Sherpas had stashed a fresh bottle of oxygen for each of us at the Balcony, enough to get us to the summit and back to the Balcony, where we’d trade back to our half-full bottles on the way down. But if it took longer than expected to reach the top of the Balcony, we would run out of gas. We were also racing time. Late-afternoon storms make it imperative to get off the summit by early afternoon, so regardless of where we were, as it got close to 1:00 we would have to think about heading down. I looked up for the umpteenth time to check the progress of the team. Their lights were faint pinpricks in the blizzard: Sue and Dawa Zangbu about 100 feet above me; John, Greg, Passang Yila, and Phu Tashi another 100 feet ahead of them. I had begun to fall behind.

With a pang of shame I turned up my oxygen. Seventeen years ago I’d made it to 2,000 vertical feet from the top before putting on a mask, and then descended the mountain without it; now here I was upping my gas. But for some reason I didn’t feel the head-clearing that should have come with increased oxygen. I turned it up a little more; still no appreciable difference. What was going on? I kicked upward, figuring I’d swap out the bottle at the Balcony. But as I continued to climb, my exhaustion was accompanied by another feeling that I now realized I’d been resisting for several hours: a growing sense of dread.

Five years before, in 1996, twelve climbers had died on Everest in one of the worst disasters in the mountain’s history. Caught in a storm just below the summit, Rob Hall, an Australian guide with a well-earned reputation for safety; Scott  Fischer, an American guide with years of Everest experience; and ten of their co-leaders and clients perished. Several others barely survived. There hasn’t been a climber on Everest since who hasn’t been accompanied by their ghosts, and there’s probably not a guide in the world who hasn’t dissected that disaster again and again, desperate to steal some shred of learning from the tragedy. We had paid tribute to those climbers at the stone shrines at the foot of the mountain and, although we hadn’t talked about it, I’m sure they were in all of our minds for much of the climb. But now their ghosts were making themselves more insistent. We were at the same altitude, in the same location, they had been when they died. We had the same level of experience they had, the same concerns for safety, the same professional and personal ambitions. We had the same amount of time and the same amount of oxygen. But we also had one thing they didn’t have. They had clear weather going up, and only abstract worries that a storm might develop. We already had the storm.

*   *   *

We were barely an hour outside of camp when I realized I couldn’t feel my toes. I wiggled them but it was like trying to wiggle disconnected blocks of wood. I began to worry about frostbite.

The steps we were climbing had been made by someone with legs much longer than mine. When Phil kicks steps he makes them short so anyone can use them, but these steps were like benches. I had to pull myself up with my ascender just to get from one to the next. After each one I had to lean over my ice axe and take two or three long breaths before I felt ready to move on. With each step, Greg’s and John’s lights got farther ahead. But I knew Phil’s light was behind me. On fixed ropes he always climbs behind me so he can hold the rope taut and offer help. How many times had he taken extra weight from my pack, talked me through something, or made me laugh when I thought I couldn’t take it any longer?

Now, to keep myself going, I chanted mantras that I’d written in my journal:


You have the ability; now believe, believe, believe.



Olympic athletes perform through the pain.



Nothing lasts forever, even this pain.


When those stopped working I goaded myself by reciting the names of other climbers who had reached the summit.

About three hours in, we stopped for a snack. The cold high-calorie gel felt good on my raw throat, but I had little desire to swallow it. I had read that I might burn as many as 10,000 calories on summit day and I knew I needed to eat, but it had been days since I’d had any appetite whatsoever. Less than five minutes later we were chilled to the core and it was time to move again.

The stop made climbing harder. My quads and knees ached from the constant lifting and my biceps burned from the effort of pulling myself up. The 17-pound oxygen bottle dug into the top of my back. It isn’t worth it, I told myself, and the words echoed with each breath. But I couldn’t turn around. I had seen us standing on the summit a thousand times. That vision had sustained me through two years of training, had propelled me this far up the mountain. I’d be damned if I was turning around now.

A voice in my head began a litany of complaints: My throat is burning, my joints are aching, my hands are freezing . . . Another voice countered every outburst with another mantra: The pain is temporary, you have all the right training, you can do this . . . you can do this . . . I tried to hold that last thought, to superimpose it on each step, but instead, what filtered up from the back of my mind with all the intensity of a hallucination was the infuriating awareness that if only I hadn’t been so eager to achieve this ridiculous objective, I could have been home at this very moment, in front of the fire watching 60 Minutes on TV.

We’d been climbing for five hours when a cluster of lights appeared above me. I felt a clutch of dismay: Something must have happened to the team ahead of ours—a rope mix-up, or a rescue that would require Phil and Greg’s assistance. All this preparation and our ascent would be derailed! I craned my head as far as the oxygen tank would allow to see what was going on. Slowly the lights thinned to a horizontal line, as if a pearl necklace had been laid out on a table. It wasn’t a problem: We had reached the Balcony. This was the landmark I’d been waiting for since we left the South Col, the last major resting place before the top. For one absolutely blissful second every pain, every lick of cold, vanished. We were only 1,400 feet from the summit, more than halfway to our dream.

*   *   *

The Balcony is a 15-foot shelf at the top of the triangle face. Step too far without turning and you’ll find yourself skating down the Kangchung face to the glacier 10,000 feet below. I was not excited about moving around the Balcony in a whiteout; especially since the wind seemed strong enough to blow us off the ledge. I unclipped from the rope just long enough to slip in between Greg and Sue, sat down on my pack, and pulled my oxygen bottle out to trade it for a new one. But when I went to disconnect the regulator, I could barely see it. I bent my head so my light would shine directly on it, but the connection was a blur. I looked over at Greg and Sue who seemed to be switching their own bottles without a problem. This is stupid, Phil! You should be able to do this in your sleep! But no matter how much I squinted or chastised myself, I couldn’t bring the damn thing into focus.

“Hey, Dorjee,” I hollered, “give me a hand with this, will you?” I couldn’t believe I was asking him for help; usually I was the one doing this for others. But if Dorjee thought there was anything odd about my request, he was polite enough not to say so.

With the new bottle on, I settled onto the ledge. Looking out away from the mountain I could see what I hadn’t seen earlier: lightning flashing in the distance. Each strike lit up the sky as if a silent explosion had erupted just over the horizon. The strikes were not close enough to be a danger, but they magnified the uneasiness that had now thoroughly permeated the night. I pulled a candy bar out of my suit but couldn’t bring myself to tear it open. I felt heavy, not from the altitude or the exertion but from the decision that had, without my choice or participation, already made itself in my mind.

One of the ironies of climbing is that reaching the summit is often anticlimactic. It’s not that you’re not thrilled as hell to be there; it’s just that for some time already you’ve known it was a fait accompli. You’ve passed that point when it dawns on you that since you’ve gotten this far and can still feel your fingers and toes and still have gas in your tank, there’s no way you’re not going to make it. At that point you start thinking about how to get down. As I sat there on the Balcony looking into the snow, my calculations were going in the other direction. I’d turned up my oxygen, my face was frozen, I couldn’t see well enough to disconnect my own regulator . . . It looked like a duck, it quacked like a duck; I had to call it what it was.

I glanced over at Greg, who looked like he was having his own misgivings. “What do you think?”

He didn’t answer. I knew he was wrestling with the same question I was, the question mountain guides all over the world ask themselves: In the face of uncertainty is it safe to go on? There’s rarely an easy answer. Much as we tell ourselves and our clients that we’re going to Everest, or K2, or McKinley for the experience, the truth is we’re going there because we want like hell to summit. Customers have taken weeks (or, in the case of Everest, months) away from work and home; they’ve spent thousands, or tens of thousands, of dollars. Getting them to 27,000 feet is a great experience—but it’s not the summit. But at the same time, we can’t jeopardize anybody’s safety. So over and over again we struggle with the same equation, totaling our strengths and weaknesses, the consequences of overshooting and the probability that that will happen, until we arrive at a measure of acceptable risk. “It might be better up top,” I said.

He nodded.

“It’s still early, you and John are strong, you can turn around if it gets worse. I think you should keep going.”

Even with the poor visibility I could see his surprise. “What about you and Sue?”

I shook my head. For a split second I felt the sadness well up, and then the mechanics of the situation took over. “I can’t see a bloody thing,” I said. “I gotta go down.”

“We’ll turn too.”

I waved that away. “Go for another half hour and make a decision then.”

He chewed on that for a moment, then nodded.

For just a moment I considered sending Sue with him. I trusted him implicitly, knew that his decisions would be the same as mine. But I couldn’t ask him to take two climbers in that kind of weather.

So Greg leaned over and yelled to John, Passang Yila, and Phu Tashi that they would go for another half hour, and I turned to Susan. If I had any inkling of how disappointed she would be later, the part of me that knew we had to get down didn’t pay attention. I simply said, “I can’t take you up in this. We have to go down. Can you live with that?” And she nodded yes.

*   *   *

My immediate reaction was relief. We’re out of here! We’ve made it this far; we haven’t died; we’re together; that’s all that matters. I leaned in to hear Phil and Greg’s conversation and the plans for going down. To my surprise I heard Greg say something about going for another half hour.

“Phil . . .” I grabbed his arm. “Shouldn’t we go for half an hour?”

But he shook his head.

So John, Greg, and their Sherpas continued up into the whiteout and Phil, Dorjee, Dawa Zangbu, and I turned to go down. Going down was easier than coming up. It was a whole different movement on my body, dropping each foot into the step, letting gravity do most of the work. It was still dark though, and the wind cut through my gloves so that my hands stung with cold. Dawa Zangbu insisted that I swap my gloves for his, and my frozen fingers immediately sucked up the warmth left from his hands.

We’d been dropping for about two hours when the sun began to rise over the lip of the distant mountains. The air was still thick with snow but at least now there was a little light. I could see Phil’s teal-green back bobbing down the slope ahead of me. With the uneven footing, he looked like he was drunk, bobbing from one foothold to the next. But as I followed his trail, stepping where he stepped, I realized that it wasn’t the footholds that caused him to bob; he was tripping. Every few steps, his foot would slide out from under him and he’d have to scramble to get his balance. I’d never seen Phil trip before; usually he walked with such precision. I thought something must be bothering him and that shortly it would pass. But ten minutes later he turned around and waited for me to catch up.

“Sue,” he said, “can you look in my eyes? They’re real bad and I can’t figure out what’s wrong.”

I got up close. Before I could even look in his eyes, I saw a giant icicle, longer and wider than my middle finger, hanging off the bottom of his mask. “Well, for one thing, you’ve got this icicle,” I said, reaching up and breaking it off. I’d been poking my own mask religiously every fifteen minutes to prevent it from icing up. The exhale hole through which your breath is expelled ices over if you don’t clear it repeatedly with your finger.

Immediately he took two huge gasping breaths.

Phil had forgotten to clear the exhale hole! All this time he’d been getting too little air. I looked up into his eyes. Instead of their normal brown they were a purplish color. The skin beneath was white as paper, and his eyebrows and lashes were covered in frost. I felt my own face, but it was clear.

“My god, Phil, you’re frozen, and your eyes are purple!”

With the hole blocked, his exhaled air must have been migrating up through the crack between his face and his mask, freezing as it hit the air and blowing frozen vapor across his eyes. His eyes, lashes, and eyebrows had frozen.

Even with the purple I could see the flash of recognition in his eyes. “Jason,” I said, and he nodded.

Jason Edwards, a guiding friend of Phil’s whose team had passed ours going down, had come back from Everest a few years before saying that “nipped corneas” had temporarily blinded him and forced him to turn around. Other stories of frozen eyes traveled through the climbing community from time to time, but we’d never paid them much attention.

Phil must have sensed my alarm because he put his hand on my arm. “It’s no big deal,” he said. “It only lasted a couple of days. I’ll call him when we get down.”

His tone was as calm as his words and reassured me. Maybe it was wishful thinking, but I needed to believe that Phil was unconcerned. He gave me a hug, then we started back down the mountain.

The light rose as we descended, but it didn’t help Phil’s vision. If anything, the tripping was getting worse. His walk took on a dogged determination that told me he was in a big hurry to get down. I would have given anything to rest—between the cold and the jolting, my knees felt like they would shatter—but I didn’t say so. Finally, when I simply couldn’t help it, I stopped for a moment to catch my breath. It was full daylight now and although the air was still thick with snow, the Khumbu valley was visible in a glaciated panorama before us. Opposite, the sharp, ridged face of Pumori was catching the morning light, and immediately below, where the triangle face opened into the flat cradle of the South Col, were the blue and green humps of our tents. “Look, Phil! The tents!” I shouted. He turned and looked in the general direction I was pointing, then continued down the route. It sent a shiver through me to realize that he couldn’t see them.

*   *   *

I hated telling Sue we had to turn around. It’s never easy to pull the plug—even on Rainier—but beyond summiting, our job was to stay alive. I haven’t yet seen a mountain that was worth getting killed for. I was relieved when Sue didn’t protest.

Hard as it had been going up, going down was harder. I couldn’t see the steps below me and could only guess where to put my feet; with no depth perception, I couldn’t tell how far to let my body drop. I held on tightly to the fixed rope, thankful each time I stumbled that it stopped me from going very far. I was furious with myself for letting this happen. The exhale hole! How could I have been so stupid? The fact that it had been fifteen years since I’d climbed with oxygen was no excuse. But at the same time I felt a tremendous sense of relief. It was the mask that had caused my problems! If it hadn’t been for the cancer, I would have looked at my equipment, found the ice, cleared the hole—this never would have happened. But the cancer had shaken my confidence, had made me assume that I was ailing. What a damn relief to find it wasn’t entirely me!

It didn’t even occur to me to worry about my vision. I trusted my eyes would clear, as Jason’s did, in several days. But when I couldn’t see the tents at the South Col, I felt a rush of alarm: What if I couldn’t see tomorrow? We had two days of steep descent ahead of us, including a day crossing ladders in the Icefall. Without my eyes, I’d be a danger to myself and a liability to the team. But I forced the thought away. Right now my only job was to get us back to camp.

I felt a little sheepish telling Charlie that I’d forgotten to poke my exhale hole; every rookie knows to do that. But he put his arm around my shoulder in a way that said, “I’m just glad you’re alive, buddy!” and then we all crawled into our tents to get out of the cold.

The first thing I did was get on the radio to Greg. To my pleasure, they’d made it as far as the Hillary Step, a 60-foot vertical face just below the summit. The weather had cleared considerably and they were waiting their turn at the rope along with the members of another team. When I knew they were okay, I called around to lower camps looking for Jason. I found him at Camp 2, and he assured me that his eyes had, in fact, gone back to normal after a couple of days. After that there was nothing to do but lie in the tent, stay in touch with Greg, and wait.

*   *   *

Around noon the radio crackled to life. Greg’s voice came through the static loud and clear. “We made it!” Phil let out a whoop and yelled to Charlie and the Sherpas. “Now don’t stay up there! Get your butts down,” he said to Greg, and we all had a good celebratory holler. Then we snuggled down into our sleeping bags to await their return. Phil closed his eyes; I stared up at the blue nylon of the tent and felt the first stirrings of disappointment. They had made it and we hadn’t.

In all my climbs with Phil there was only one other time I’d not made the summit. We’d been on Rainier two days after an avalanche swept the upper mountain. Phil and his partner, George, decided that the slopes above were not yet stable, and at 2,000 feet from the summit they turned us around. Even with that external cause, I felt the sharp sting of disappointment. Now, I chastised myself for feeling that same angry regret. I had no right to be disappointed: If it weren’t for Phil, I’d never have been here at all. And given my own difficulty climbing I might not have made the summit anyway. But that didn’t soften the sense of failure. I’d had this goal and for whatever reason, I had blown it.

Suddenly I sat up in my sleeping bag. “Phil! Let’s go back tomorrow! We’re at Camp 4, we’ve got all our stuff, let’s just go tomorrow.”

Phil raised his eyelids and looked at me with those weird purple eyes and shook his head.

“Why not? Why can’t we give it another shot?”

His expression showed uncommon impatience. “Because even if I could go, which I can’t, we need to get off of here. We’re one of the last teams. The monsoons are coming. The ladders are breaking in the Icefall. The permit’s only good till the first of June. It’s over.”

“But—”

“It’s over.”

I stared at him and slowly the reality seeped in. It really was over. Everest, the Seven Summits, were history. I riled up inside, furious at the injustice of it, at the mountain for doing this to us, at myself for somehow not preventing it. I didn’t get mad at Phil; I didn’t blame him for what had happened, but I was outraged that it had. I should have expected it. Phil had told me all along that the odds were not in our favor—less than one in ten—but I thought we were the ones who would make it: We had the best guides, we’d made every other summit. And now bam, gone, Just like that.

I sulked. Phil slept. Then I came up with a new plan. If we couldn’t go up tomorrow, we would come back next year. It would be even better than this year. We’d be stronger, I’d know what to expect, our chance of success would be greater. I announced this eagerly to Phil, expecting him to leap at the suggestion. Instead he rolled his eyes and turned away.

I began to cry. Suddenly it was all too much: the months of climbing, the lack of sleep, the poor food, the bad stomach, the aching throat, the utter exhaustion . . . and now I’d just missed the biggest goal of my life.

Phil said nothing. Usually when I cry he holds me, soothes me, but this time he just looked away.

For the next seven or eight hours we dozed fitfully. At about 6:00 p.m. I was awakened by one of the Sherpas shouting. Passang Yila and Phu Tashi had just walked into camp. We ran outside and hugged them, and Phu Tashi pointed up the mountain. Following his finger, on the lower portion of the triangle, we could see two red suits bobbing downward in a slow but steady progression. I grabbed the still camera, Phil (who claimed he could see well enough to at least point the camera in the right direction) grabbed the video, and we walked out toward the far end of the col to wave to them and wait. Once again I burst into tears, but this was different. Despite my disappointment, I felt so proud of them, and so relieved. In the half hour that we watched and waited, as the colored dots took on the recognizable shapes of John and Greg, my own bad feelings disappeared. Maybe it was from being up so high, from having put out so much effort, from having lived so intimately and intensely together for two and a half months; suddenly I was ecstatic—as elated for John and Greg as I would have been if Phil and I had summited too.

At 7:10 p.m. the two of them walked into camp and directly into our arms. John gave Phil a big old bear hug right around the camera. We gave them each a hot drink and got them settled in for the night, then Phil and I crawled back into the tent for our last night at the South Col. The next morning we would start our descent toward base camp.

*   *   *

I was happy as hell for Greg and John. They’d worked damn hard in difficult conditions, and I was proud of them. On every expedition you revel in the glory of the folks who make it because they’re on your team; in a way, part of you was up there too.

That’s what got me about Sue. She was acting as if making the summit was all this trip was about. Sure, our turnaround was disappointing—but what about everything else? We’d had a great climb, two of our team had summited, no one had gotten hurt, we’d been really smooth together . . . in a million ways the trip had been a success. And she was stuck on having not made it to the top.

It was crazy to think about going back, even without my eye problem. The weather was too bad, it was too late in the season, the Sherpas wouldn’t do it, we’d been at altitude too long . . . For a hundred reasons we couldn’t go back, but she wouldn’t let it go. After the first couple of times, she’d stopped saying it—she knew I didn’t want to hear it—but even with my eyes closed I could feel her determination, her unwillingness to accept that we were done.

For the first time in the nine years we’d been climbing together, I felt uncomfortable in our tent. We’d probably spent as many nights in a tent as some couples spend in their living rooms, and it had always been pretty blissful. It was more comfortable to be with Sue than to be alone. She was my best friend, my partner, my wife all wrapped up in one. But now, for the first time, the tent felt too small.

I was relieved when daylight came and I could finally go outside. Even through the snow I could see that my eyes were better. The “wax paper” had thinned to a kind of filmy cellophane, and I could make out the sharp edges of the tents and the discolorations in the snow where it crossed the narrow crevasses.

By 9:00 a.m. we’d packed up the tents and gear and begun the descent toward base camp. John and Greg moved well despite their workout the day before; I went more slowly since I couldn’t yet trust my eyes. We made it down without incident. Our two days at base camp felt like a return to civilization: real meals instead of tuna and crackers, music blaring from the radio in the cook tent, the congenial sharing of news among the five or six remaining teams from all over the world that were now packing up to go home. We were one of the last teams to leave, and it was odd to see the vibrant multicolored city of tents virtually abandoned.

In his home village of Pangboche, two days’ walk out, Ang Passang threw us a party. The village had no electricity, so the Sherpas cooked dinner on a woodstove and we ate by the light of a lantern. The booze flowed, we put Motown on the boom box, and we danced and drank till we dropped into our sleeping bags right there on the floor. At that moment there was no difference between us, whether we were American or Nepali, whether we’d summited or almost made it. To a person we were drunk with pride, friendship, exhaustion, and exhilaration. And we were all ready to go home.

We were in the hotel in Kathmandu when Sue used the word “failure.” We were packing up, putting all the climbing gear in duffels for taking on the airplane, and the minute I heard the word, I lost it. “We just put a damn Everest expedition together, and for all intents and purposes it came off flawlessly, and you’re calling it a failure? This trip was no frickin’ failure!”

“I didn’t say the trip was a failure. I said I was a failure, because I didn’t do what I set out to do.”

“Well, all I heard was the word ‘failure,’ and I can tell you this trip was no failure. You know, just because you stand on top of Everest doesn’t make it a success. If you all end up hating each other, if you behaved like a bunch of jerks, if you cheated some of the Sherpas . . . then, sure, you stood on top of Everest, but was that a success? Not in my book. We had a couple of guys summit. We all looked after each other. We had a pretty good walk for the two of us. We tried to be good citizens. The Sherpas loved us. I screwed up, but nobody on that mountain hated the fact that we were there. I’m pretty damn proud of that. This trip was no frickin’ failure.” I zipped up the duffel, threw it onto the bed, and walked out of the room.

On the airplane, we joked around with our teammates and acted like everything was normal, but underneath I was still boiling. There are plenty of climbing expeditions where summiting is the only measure of success, and I have no respect for them. That wasn’t what I’d wanted to give to Sue. Thirty-six hours after landing I got on a plane to Ecuador with a group of clients, and for the first time since we’d met, I was genuinely happy to be away.

*   *   *

I had one day after Phil left before I had to go back to work. I rambled around the house—which seemed ridiculously large and also comfortingly familiar—doing laundry, reading the mail. It had been three months since I’d been alone, since my smallest movement had gone unobserved, and while part of me reveled in the privacy the larger part felt lost and terribly lonely. It was as if all the disappointments of my life, everything I had ever wanted but failed to accomplish, were wrapped up in that one broken dream. I missed the intensity of the climb, I missed the closeness of the team. I missed the overarching sense of purpose. And more than anything, I missed Phil.

I hadn’t meant to imply that the trip was a failure! I’d said I was a failure because I hadn’t achieved my objective. But that wasn’t what he’d heard. I relived the fight a hundred times, replaying the scene in the hotel room again and again as if somehow I could change the outcome. But no matter how many times I did it, the reality was the same: Phil had heard the word “failure” and he was gone. I listed the ways the trip wasn’t a failure: the fact that we’d gone at all, the fact that we’d gotten as far as we did, the fact that we’d done so well together. And when I thought back to the climb to the Balcony I added to the list the fact that Phil had turned us around. I was so exhausted I might not have made the summit anyway, but I might have pushed myself too far and courted trouble. Phil had said at one point that he should have let me go with Greg and John, and now I told him yet again, in absentia, that I never would have gone. Summiting without him would have had little meaning. To me, that would have been a failure.

Phil returned from Ecuador and left again, this time for Russia, and I spent the weeks working twelve-hour days. It killed me to sit at a desk all day after three months of climbing, but being home, waiting for Phil, wondering if we’d be going back, was even harder. In between sales calls I’d find myself back in the Icefall, feeling the ground shudder underneath me, or back in the tent at the South Col, watching Phil close those weird purple eyes and turn away. I’d have to quickly dial the next number, or immerse myself in the contract in front of me, to ground myself in the security of work.

One evening I was driving home, Mt. Rainier off to my right, pink and majestic in the waning light, when I realized that I had wounded him. Of course. Why hadn’t I seen that sooner? He felt like a failure! He felt responsible for our not reaching the summit, and when I’d used that word I’d poured a pound of salt in his already aching wound. Oh, Sue, how could you have done that? I wanted to pull him back to me across the miles, hold him close, and apologize, apologize, apologize . . . But all I could do was wait, and hope that time, and absence, and distance from the climb itself would repair the rift that had opened between us.
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