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         The summit of Everest! The view is exceptional, as are the emotions that are surging through me. Such beauty! What a divine gift to be here, high on the highest mountain on Earth, among these icy sentries. I have finally realised my childhood dream; I have a new lease of life, I am reborn.

         Since my return from Nanga Parbat in February 2018, this has been the project I have clung on to. Everest is what has ‘taken hold’ of me, kept me alive, despite the black chasms of despair into which I have so often sunk.

         I had finally gone back home to the Drôme. After two days in an Islamabad hospital, I had arrived in France on 30 January 2018. I then spent an exhausting week of intensive care in hospital in Sallanches, where I was stormed by the media. That was followed by a press conference in Chamonix on 7 February, as I was just coming to realise – or rather admit – that there was no longer any hope of saving my climbing partner Tomek; where, despite being exhausted and in shock, I had tried to answer questions.1 Doctors had requested a further assessment of my frostbite in six weeks’ time.

         During this ‘recovery’ period, one of my sponsors, the founder of TeamWork Voile et Montagne, Philippe Rey-Gorrez, visited me. He asked me which projects remained close to my heart. As a girl, I told him, I had dreamt each night beneath a poster of Everest. 2 This mountain was my first dream, the root of my passion. In May 2017, I had spent two perfect months in the Himalaya, wandering among the giants of our planet – visiting Makalu, summiting Lhotse and then confronting Everest, alone, without oxygen. My heart fluttered with the euphoria and joy of finally treading on the flanks of this mountain! But at around 8,400 or 8,500 metres, a blizzard and extremely cold temperatures convinced me to give up. Returning to Everest would be financially challenging; my dream would remain unfulfilled. ‘The day you decide to go back to Everest,’ Philippe Rey-Gorrez told me straight, ‘I’ll be there to help you. You can explore the mountain without oxygen, but with backup: someone to follow you with oxygen in case you have a problem.’ A rush of warmth ran through me, a burst of life that softened my heart, which until this point had been hardened like a stone. Hearing these words, I imagined myself at the Icefall in an instant. I saw my bivouac at Camp 4 under the twinkling stars and the beautiful full moon. I imagined myself on the Hillary Step, breathless and slow, but brimming with emotion. Our meeting was brief and informal, but this project lit up the depths of my despair and, for the first time since my return to France, I glimpsed a ray of light …

         It was this idea that brought me back to life; I thought about it all year. I discussed it immediately with Jean-Christophe, my husband, and with Ludovic Giambiasi, my best friend and personal ‘route planner’. I told them that the one last project close to my heart in my life as a Himalayan mountaineer was Everest. I thought about it each time I found myself spiralling downwards, drowning in a hell of guilt and bitter memories.

         One year later, in April 2019, I left for the high mountains again, heading for the Baltoro glacier in Pakistan, the land of thin air that has held a magnetic attraction for me since I first discovered it in 2008. As I packed my bag, I was rattled by contradictory emotions: joy, a feeling of freedom, a sense of taking revenge on the previous year, a conviction that it was now or never. But also plenty of nerves 3 and fear, relating to me: my capacity to bear the cold in my fragile extremities, my capacity to return to the high mountains, to go back to high-altitude bivouacs, with my memories of people dear to me who had touched my life and left too soon.

         I am addicted to the mountains. I have been acutely aware of this since my return from Nanga. Previously, on my return from Annapurna in 2009, I had gone through a dreadful phase of questioning, of doubt. When you are defeated, you interrogate yourself about the irresistible attraction that constantly draws you up there. You also come to understand that you’re caught in a trap.

         I was twenty years old when I caught the climbing bug. I binged on summits. I ascended many routes and faces in the Alps over a period of ten years. I was looking for difficulty and performance. Effort, elevation, excitement, stress, questions, then fulfilment – this cocktail satisfied me a little more each time. When I discovered the Himalaya in 2007, an infinite universe of exploration opened up to me: discovering new summits, but also testing my aptitudes and my limits in the troposphere.

         Even though I have lived through some terribly difficult, unbearable things in the high mountains, my attraction to them remains strong. It’s difficult to explain, just as it is to understand. But it’s an environment I can’t do without; or, rather, one which I couldn’t do without for more than a decade.

         Now, with this Everest expedition, I might succeed in ending this chapter of my life, closing the loop and leaving behind the passion that has made me live intensely, but which is also devouring, limiting and obsessive, and which sometimes gets the better of me.

         I had initially considered a return to the Diamir Valley, to Nanga Parbat. For Tomek, to calm my memories. But after the deaths of Daniele Nardi and Tom Ballard last March on the slopes of this mountain, I know that I won’t go back there. The loss left me devastated and stalled my thoughts. Nanga had caught hold of me again. Daniele was a very close friend and he had contributed to my and Tomek’s 4rescue. One year later, I found myself ‘on the other side’, liaising day and night with the rescue team in Pakistan, who I was trying to help given my familiarity with the route up the Mummery Spur. I was waiting, powerless, behind the screen and on the telephone, just as Daniele had been when he came to my aid in 2018. In vain.

         Through this tragedy, I relived and better understood what had happened with Tomek and me on Nanga in 2018, after the summit: the interest stirred up by drama in the mountains, from the media and in part from the ‘audience’, via the ‘live show’ offered by social media. The gap between what one lives and suffers up there and the instantaneous interpretations; the analysts who each give their version, their view; the insults and defamations which fly around on social networks, plunging the family into a twofold chaos; and the rumours, too, which form the basis of hateful judgements. But who knows the exact circumstances? Who was actually there?

         This new drama didn’t put paid to my dream of Everest, however. The project is very far removed from my usual climbing style, but this year I’ve put this aside – with good reason. I’ve abandoned my Himalayan approach of discovering the unknown. I’ve also let go of any idea of performance. What I have come to look for on Everest this time is very different, intimate, personal. A normal route, that’s fine by me; I don’t want to take risks. Above all, I no longer want to impose that on Jean-Christophe. Maybe I pushed my commitment too far: the accident and Tomek’s death were harsh reminders of life’s fragility.

         I left for Everest feeling calm, because my quest was different. It would be impossible for me today to set off in a roped team on an exposed route, impossible above all to take responsibility for someone else again in the Himalaya.

         I also feel lighter in spirit, because I have finally written our account of Nanga Parbat. I have recounted our journey with my words, our convictions, our fight; and laid out the facts that don’t appear in the news reports, those which form the reality of our ascent. I owed it to Tomek.
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         At dawn, the top of the Mazeno Ridge is already gleaming in the skimming light of the low sun, a light that rises from the abyss. The landscape opens up; the sky passes from grey to blue. The day promises to be beautiful. Finally! For three weeks, we have been trapped by bad weather in Kutgali, at 3,800 metres. The jet stream has dominated Nanga and never dropped below seventy to eighty kilometres per hour at 6,500 metres. Above, it has been stormy with winds reaching up to 150 kilometres per hour. Today, finally, we are leaving for the summit of Nanga Parbat!

         We move forward, one behind the other. Slow, steady. I appreciate this time. I don’t need to concentrate; I switch to autopilot mode and I can clear my head of thoughts.

         It’s forty-five days since we landed in Islamabad, one month since we arrived in the Himalaya at the foot of the ninth-highest summit in the world at 8,125 metres. Its name means ‘Naked Mountain’. It is sometimes called Diamir or ‘King of Mountains’; or even ‘Killer Mountain’, as more than thirty mountaineers died on its slopes before the Austrian Hermann Buhl managed to reach the summit in 1953.

         This is Tomek’s seventh attempt to summit Nanga Parbat, my fourth, and our third attempt together: in winter 2015 we had ascended to 7,800 metres, in 2016 to 7,500 metres. But bad weather had chased us away twice. 6

         Shortly before 6 a.m., I sent a message to my husband, Jean-Christophe, from Camp 4. I left my satellite phone, the Thuraya, at Base Camp, because we don’t have a generator to charge it, contrary to what was agreed with Ali, our agent. So I’m using the ‘message’ function of the inReach, my GPS tracker. Exchanges are cryptic: 160 characters maximum, typed letter by letter:

         Yes we feel ok we try something today if weather ok if not we descend.2

         We also exchanged weather information with my good friend Ludovic, who is controlling the logistics of our expedition from his home in Gap in south-eastern France; and with Anna, Tomek’s wife.

         Tomek and I didn’t set off until 7.30 a.m. We were slow to get started because he couldn’t warm up his feet. It was crucial to address this before leaving. We used the stove to thaw the liner, the inner shell and the outer boot. While he was putting on one boot, I was warming the other foot. It was time-consuming and ineffective. Due to sweating and excessively cold temperatures, it’s difficult to keep our shoes dry: they freeze on the inside and the outside. Even when walking, it’s impossible to warm them up. Tom paid a high price in 2015 on Nanga with his frostbitten feet. So our motto this year is to protect and insulate the boots against humidity. We’re storing our liners in our sleeping bags to dry them out overnight and to keep them at a higher temperature. In Islamabad, we also considered wrapping our feet in a sheet of aluminium foil to insulate them from 5,800 metres and above, a method that we are testing today. I have deviated from one of my rules: ‘Don’t experiment on summit day.’ And I’ve been regretting this since leaving our crevasse bivouac. The aluminium foil seems to be freezing my toes instead of insulating them. Too bad – we’ve already left; we’ll continue. If I get too cold, I’ll remove it later. Tom isn’t complaining – it must be working for him.

         We have left all our gear at Camp 4 – at an altitude of 7,300 metres – inside the crevasse where we bivvied. We have to make the journey to and from the summit within the day. This is the most enjoyable stage of an ascent: no need to carry a rucksack any more, no more camps 7to move. We are carrying just one litre of water each, three cereal bars, our goggles, our GoPros and cameras, an altitude pharmacy for two, my inReach, a pair of gloves and an emergency pair of mitts.

         We savour the lightness of the air, of our bodies, the renewed nimbleness of our movements, but with a contradicting sensation: without a rucksack we’re flying, but the altitude is weighing us down.

         We don’t speak; each of us economises our breath. Only our breathing, our movements and a light wind whistling around our ears breaks the silence through the down hood and the many layers stacked underneath: balaclava, hat, polar jacket with hood, lightweight down jacket. From time to time, an odd word to keep in contact:

         ‘Are you OK, Tom?’

         ‘Yes, I’m OK, Éli.’

         ‘OK, perfect!’

         Up here, long sentences don’t work any more. We had discussed our communication codes and safety protocols at length beforehand. We both know that we’re alone, with neither help nor rescue possible beyond our own means. We have talked about this together so often.

         We cross a huge crevasse. My internal metronome is triggered and I pick up my pace, move faster; I go for it. It’s our routine in the mountains. Tom is like a tractor, a diesel engine; whereas I’m more like a gutsy petrol engine, fast. I can get going quickly in the morning without warming up; he likes to walk alone, to speak to Fairy, the goddess of Nanga Parbat, and his rate of ascent is slow. I also like to climb alone, sometimes by the light of my head torch or the moon, sometimes under the comforting daytime sun; and to give free rein to the emotions I keep to myself when we’re together. This is time in which I allow myself to dream, to think ahead, to marvel in this cirque of ice, in the wonderful crisp air above the snowy vastness.

         Tomek and I are proud to once again be attempting this mountain in pure alpine style.3 To ascend and descend very quickly and emerge unscathed in this universe of rarefied air where our capabilities are diminished. Without leaving traces of our passage, without external 8help or oxygen, in keeping with our ethics and our philosophy in the mountains. Over the course of our expeditions here, we have acquired a very specific knowledge of Nanga and of our aptitude at these altitudes. On an ascent of this kind, you must be bonded, complement each other. Tomek and I embody this. Always quick to remotivate the other. We decide on everything together; our roped team functions simply, frankly and in an uncomplicated manner. If one of us feels unwell, we turn around without regret or guilt.

         The weather conditions are harsh here, especially this winter, which is colder than ever. There is no room for error, we’re conscious of this. But we often tell ourselves: ‘A difficult day up here is always easier than a day’s work down there!’ It’s tough, but we love this aspect. Maybe it’s in the effort, in surpassing ourselves, that we find satisfaction. To manage your body, to try not to listen to the first signs of pain, to keep going, not give up and ignore the little voice inside which sometimes asks: ‘But what the hell are you doing here? There’s no point; stop!’

         We are now below the summit pyramid. Immense. We continue traversing along the bottom of the face. The terrain is more inclined and there are breaks in the glacier. We bypass several crevasses. From a distance, the glaciers always appear flat and the going looks easy. In amongst them, it’s often a real disaster zone. Fortunately, it hasn’t snowed much this winter and the wind has swept all the snowfall away. The crevasses are very open and visible.

         An old fixed rope hangs down. A remnant that has survived the melting of the glacier? The mountain has been different since yesterday. Until then, we were progressing in virgin terrain. From this point on, the terrain bears the traces of a multitude of expeditions that have passed by over so many years. Yesterday, we glimpsed a tent at Camp 4 of the normal route, below our own camp. Today, there are fixed ropes and the remains of tents. Reassuring traces, but also confusing.

         A few steps further on, there are more fixed ropes, much more recent, of the type that high-altitude Sherpas place in order to facilitate and secure the flow of their clients, installed on the traverse that we 9have to take. ‘Have you seen the fixed ropes, Tom? Strange that they’re still there after autumn, isn’t it?’ Generally in winter they’re covered by snow and trapped in the ice.

         I follow the ropes, then bear right until I reach a rocky island in the middle of the slope. The void opens up under my feet as the slope tilts and straightens. It’s vast. Where to go now? Fortunately, beyond the island, the ropes continue and indicate the route. I don’t use the fixed ropes; I have no confidence in them. So I dig in my crampons and my axes to traverse the icy section. The ice is hard. I have to readjust my picks twice, dislodging one or two bombs of icy plates. A sign of bad ice. I regain my footing in the snow. I glance at Tom. He’s not very far away. I’ll wait for him in the sun; it’s too cold here! The traverse is very long and several kilometres in ascent; the remaining metres to the summit will be hard-won in this terrain.

         10.45 A.M. ALTITUDE: 7,500 METRES +

         Finally, I reach the sunshine. I can make the most of its divine warmth. I sit down and sacrifice a cereal bar in celebration. The setting is magnificent. My face is covered in frost. My jaw is stiff, cemented by the morning cold and icy breeze.

         Tom arrives. He’s doing well and looking good with his frosted beard. We feel good. The sky veils slightly while the temperature continues to drop, so I start walking again. But after a few metres, I realise that under this very deceptive cloudy veil, the UV radiation is extremely high. I open my rucksack and pull out my goggles. I turn around:

         ‘Tom, are you putting your goggles on? Be careful of the sun!’

         ‘Yes, Éli, don’t worry!’

         I continue at my own pace; Tomek follows some tens of metres behind. We are two solitary people on this huge mountain, but we are not afraid of it – quite the contrary. We love it, this limitless freedom! We came in search of it.

         10I ascend in the direction of a snowy arête and a small vertical col to the right of the summit. I want to set foot on it. Tom shouts that I need to head left, that the summit is on the axis. I know, Tom; I just want to see what’s beyond. A rocky summit in the distance intrigues me. I want to measure the immense scale and grandeur of this place. At the col, I continue a bit beyond to look. I’ve had this wretched compulsion from a young age: to see what lies above or behind, whether the view is different! I let my eyes take it all in. In the depths of the sky, the Mazeno Ridge shears through the backdrop. Small shimmering particles line the sky, creating a ballet of light. The wind whistles and sweeps clouds of snow into the distance. I see this but I don’t hear it, being bundled up and insulated in my hats, hoods and multiple jackets. For a moment, I immerse myself in this beauty.

         We’re lucky to have been completely sheltered since the sun kissed the face. I retrace my steps and pause while waiting for Tom. I drink; I eat a cereal bar.

         We are more than 7,500 metres above sea level. For mountaineers, it’s a symbolic threshold, entering what is called ‘the Death Zone’. I don’t like this term much, nor the notion, but nonetheless I pay attention to it today. Our acclimatisation is far from optimal, as the bad weather disrupted our schedule. I am well; I know the limits of where my body can go. But I stay alert to any messages it might send me. Now I’m hungry – that’s a good sign!

         I have the topo in my head, and I’ve been refreshing my memory repeatedly since Base Camp: ‘Follow the ramp which ascends diagonally right to a small col; then trend diagonally left until the start of the flared couloir; then go up the rightwards-trending couloir directly above; then traverse right before the couloir’s exit, between the main summit and the north summit; and finally ascend a mixed section trending diagonally right to the summit.’

         But in the depths of this field of snow and ice, everything is less clear. I must concentrate to discern, study, cross-check, decide. 11Dimensions change, landmarks disappear. It’s easy enough to get lost on a route in the Alps, despite the very detailed topos and logical lines of ascent. Here, it’s a kingdom of excess: walls without end; fields of sharpened ice, filed and polished over the years by the snow and wind; mixed and rocky plateaus ...

         In the middle of the pyramid, we enter a mixed zone directly below the summit. We have to weave between the snowy ramps, looking for the line of weakness.4 Looking, navigating, ascending, descending, climbing, downclimbing, traversing while balanced on the front points of our crampons. Grasping rocky edges with the tips of our fingers in gloved hands. Ensuring sufficient grip to safely ‘walk the tightrope’. The scale disconcerts me: it’s far from what I had imagined. Tom and I exchange looks regularly; we communicate at a distance. I need to share my doubts about our route with him. He is always trusting; he agrees with me and follows me.

         My concentration is such that I don’t pay attention to anything else. I limit my field of vision to a radius of fifty metres: either towards the top of the face, or behind me to check that Tom is still following. The rock is compact. A mix of granite, gneiss and pegmatite. My crampons grip the rocky edges; the terrain becomes more sustained and the difficulties gradually increase as we ascend. I clear holds covered in snow. The wind is still dormant, thank God. When I turn to look at Tom and assure myself that everything is OK, my eyes fall on the Mazeno Ridge to the right – it’s blowing over there.

         I like these sections where I’m very focused, in a perfect state of calm. Concentrating on the precision of my steps, the grip of my hands, I can propel myself on to the next holds. Time fades. The air is getting thinner. My heart beats faster; I gasp with each step. Everything here is of staggering scale.

         We have been moving without a rope since this morning; we left it at Camp 4. Tomek and I felt that we wouldn’t need it.

         We speak very little.

         ‘Are you OK?’

         12‘Yes.’

         ‘OK.’

         We move forward, each of us concentrated in our bubble. The further I go, the more the distance between us widens.

         Tomek really doesn’t like this terrain. ‘Éli! Should we escape left in the couloir?’

         He’s right: we’re not very fast and we’re losing time in this mixed ground. ‘Let’s go!’

         There’s a line of weakness level with me. I wait for Tomek at the edge of the couloir, which is streaked with waves of hard snow sculpted by swirls of wind. I have only seen this once before in the mountains, under the east summit of Annapurna in 2009: waves over a metre high spanning the numerous kilometres of the arête, and hundreds of powder plumes falling into white dust on the south face. It was a striking spectacle. Tomek joins me. In the meantime, I have scoped out the rest of the route.

         The effort is monotonous: plant an axe, place a pole, left crampon then right crampon. I hardly ever take a break, whereas Tom stops and starts repeatedly. Thirty or forty steps and he allows himself a pause to breathe: thirty seconds or a minute of rest. Then off again.

         
            Upon my return, I will learn that at this moment in time Altaf, a Pakistani soldier at Base Camp, is watching us. He sees us and sends a message to Ali Saltoro, our agent. ‘They are above 8,000 metres. They are ascending, moving forwards.’ Ali passes this message on to Ludo in France, and to my mountaineer friend Daniele Nardi in Italy. The information diffuses rapidly on the internet. But a sea of clouds coming from the Rupal Face floods the Mazeno Ridge and reaches the Diamir Valley. No more visibility for us or them. From that point, we are isolated in these upper spheres.

         

         The couloir straightens up a bit and the wind-sculpted waves in the ice become even more imposing.13

         The temperature is mild; I feel good.

         My eyes wander and my gaze falls on two cairns on the arête: two heaps of stones that attract my attention, distracting me. I turn to see where Tomek is.

         The sun starts to sink lower. The sky loses its azure colour and turns yellow. It must be late. The sun lights up Nanga, the only summit to emerge from the clouds. Wind blows on the Mazeno Ridge. Clouds scatter and surround the pyramid above its base. The landscape is magical. We’re not far from the last summit triangle. But what time is it? I switch on the inReach to check the altitude and time, and find two messages: one from my husband, the other from Ludo. But typing is far too laborious at this altitude. I was scarcely able to take off my gloves to switch it on without my hands starting to hurt. I only share my position to reassure them: 8,036 metres, 5.15 p.m. Not too bad altitude-wise, but a bit late timing-wise … We lost time in the mixed zone below, meandering too much, for sure. And Camp 4 was a long way from the summit this morning. But we had no choice yesterday: it was a white-out and we were bathed in sleet, with no visibility, so it was impossible to reach the foot of the pyramid.

         We are ninety metres from the summit after ten hours of walking. I switch off the inReach and put it back in my down jacket to save the battery. Even if it means freezing fingers, I want to quickly immortalise this incredible atmosphere! I get the GoPro out and, while filming, reflect on where to go from here. I place my trust in my camera. During my expeditions, it has become a confidante that helps me to overcome loneliness. I see Tomek advancing at his own pace; he’s fine. I’m happy that he’s on his feet today. He’s been suffering from digestive problems since mid-January. Hygiene at Base Camp left a lot to be desired for our ‘sanitised’ stomachs: the cooking was done on a clay floor, and our chef, Sharkan, had rather grubby hands for kneading the dough and making chapatis, cutting the meat and lighting the fire. The water was sometimes barely boiled. Tomek, despite his ultra-hardy nature, was affected by this lack of hygiene for the first time. 14In bad shape, he obsessed over this problem throughout our days there: he was curiously persuaded that the origin of his digestive troubles lay in the bread cooked by Sharkan, who had been ‘tasked’ with causing his summit attempt to fail! I hadn’t seen Tomek in this state of mind – embittered, sour – since Simone Moro ravaged his mountain by achieving the first winter ascent of Nanga Parbat in February 2016. Resentful to the point of paranoia. I feel as though he’s changed a lot; he seems depressed, too. At Base Camp, I suffered from this heavy atmosphere, desperate to bring Tomek back to reason, to reality.

         Fortunately, since our arrival at Camp 2 at 6,600 metres, and after the rest day on 22 January, he seems to have recovered. He’s eating better, smiling and singing once again.

         I hear the crunching of his crampons. I call out to him.

         ‘Tom, how are you feeling?’

         ‘Good, OK. You?’

         ‘Great. Tom, what shall we do? It’s 5.15 p.m. and we’re at 8,036 metres. The Mazeno Ridge is covered with cloud. We won’t be able to see anything. What do you want to do? Should we continue or descend? It’ll be tough and we’ll arrive in the dark if we continue.’

         ‘Let’s continue. We’re not very far away. It’s not too cold.’

         
             

         

         If one of us had shown the slightest hesitation or put forward an argument against our pursuit of the summit, we would have descended immediately. But both of us remained in the dynamic of ascent, without delving too deep into our decision.

         Tomek is motivated; I am too. I’m worried about the late time, about the darkness that’s due to fall – Tomek too, certainly – but desire and emotion prevail. I am armed with my experience of a night descent after summiting Lhotse (8,516 metres), Everest’s high neighbour, last May. I remember immense joy and warmer temperatures in the evening than at the start of the day. I tell myself that the cold is bearable, manageable. The clouds will block our view, of course, but we can continue. We are here to try our best.

         
            15I have interrogated myself a lot about the decisions we took throughout this day. In the mountains, I’m constantly making decisions, quickly analysing and making a choice. But there, ninety metres from the summit of Nanga Parbat, another factor came into play: the expectant emotion of reaching the summit, the feeling, its effect on me, the pleasure and the value that I attribute to this ascent. At that moment, I think Tom was experiencing the same emotion, and we quickly decided together to continue.

         

         We climb the couloir in the same monotonous motion as before. It’s a long climb. The route continues endlessly; the summit has not yet been revealed. Intense, magical. I watch the mist that covers the whole valley, fearing that it will envelop us both at once and isolate us from each other. But the threatening mantle seems to be settled below.

         The shadows stretch and lengthen. The sun will set soon. In a moment, the cold will be intense and bitter, but the sunset is dazzling. In my life as a Himalayan mountaineer, I have never seen such a beautiful spectacle. Magical. The sea of cotton-like clouds covers all the mountains except for Nanga, which tears majestically through the purple sky. Here we are, the sky passing from pink to a bright and cold shade of blue, from a warm atmosphere to a biting cold.

         My crampons anchor in the hard, wind-blown snow. A few metres above, the couloir exit comes into view. Go slowly and don’t think, almost on autopilot.

         The terrain becomes drier, more mixed. We are to the left of the summit. We traverse, ascending rightwards. Darkness falls. I pull out my head torch. I wait for Tomek. The detail of the terrain is erased by the half-light. My visual field is reduced to the beam of my torch, focused on the twenty metres ahead of me. Tomek’s face is covered with icy flakes. We manage to articulate a few words, despite our stiffened jaws:

         ‘Are you OK?’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘Do you feel good? Yes? Not too cold?’

         16‘It hurts, but it’s bearable!’

         ‘Should we continue?’

         ‘Yes!’

         Each metre travelled is a small victory; each additional step is progress. Short of breath, we ascend together towards the starry sky.

         In this moment, I realise that we will reach the summit. For me, this is the culmination of more than a decade of dreams, fantasies and questions. I flew over Nanga Parbat in August 2008 when I was returning to Islamabad from Skardu after my first experience of the 8,000-metre peaks on the Baltoro. An imposing and perfect mass of ice, with magnificent lines and serrated arêtes. My heart immediately fell for this impressive mountain; my gaze was drawn to its expanse of snow and rock.

         Climbing this summit in winter? Unachievable, impossible, I said to myself back then, when the world of 8,000-metre peaks in winter seemed inaccessible to me. But this realm of questions and the unknown piqued my curiosity. Five years later, I felt ready to confront the challenges of this Himalayan giant, in my eyes one of the most aesthetic high peaks and a mountain steeped in history. I had an exciting and ambitious objective: to succeed in making the first winter ascent of Nanga Parbat in alpine style.

         The Himalaya in winter fascinate me. For me, this is extreme adventure, the pinnacle of what can be achieved in the mountains. Following one of my returns from Nanga, I wrote: ‘On this mountain, every day is a reward, a step towards the unknown, a step towards the discovery of oneself and one’s potential. We seized these moments up there, where the heart is self-sufficient, filled with joie de vivre.’ These places take me back to the wonder of childhood, to those very early days when one discovers the world.

         
             

         

         So in January 2013, I left for Nanga Parbat with Daniele Nardi and a tight budget, as always! After so many years spent dreaming of this mountain in winter, it was magical to set foot on its slopes. At almost 17every step, I was moved by what I was seeing and feeling. We attempted an alpine-style ascent via the Mummery Spur on two occasions, a few days apart. A route which had never been climbed in summer, let alone in winter! A changing weather forecast, a tempestuous wind and snow got the better of us. But I had discovered the winter solitude of the Himalaya, the unspoilt coolness where the pace of life slows down and flows silently. A universe petrified by the cold, swept by fierce winds. I had returned enchanted, fascinated by the Himalaya in winter, permanently captivated by this pearl of a mountain!

         In 2015, I returned with Tomek. We followed the 2000 Messner route, climbing in alpine style without fixed ropes, Sherpas or supplementary oxygen. As the only people in the world above 6,000 metres for four or five days, in an atmosphere of exceptional cold, we fought against the elements to our limits. But the changing weather forced us to turn around at 7,800 metres. The following year, we were back. But this time, we ran into lots of expedition teams at Base Camp, all attracted by the desire to make the first winter ascent. I didn’t like the atmosphere – nobody was speaking openly and we were all watching each other. On 23 January, Tomek and I reached 7,500 metres, but the extreme cold (-50° Celsius) forced us to turn back and not commit to an exposed ascent, partly due to the nature of the route, but also because of the temperatures and the approaching jet stream. Continuing would perhaps have meant passing the point of no return.

         For his part, Tomek has already made six attempts to tackle Nanga in winter and to come close to the goddess who fascinates him so much: Fairy.

         Today, we are finally going to reach this long-coveted summit together! My heart is racing. The emotion is immense, overwhelms me. I want to shout with joy, but the cold freezes my voice. I want to cry, but my tears freeze instantly.

         These are the final metres. I get the sense that the beam of Tom’s head torch behind me is fading into the distance.

         18The night thickens between us. But I keep an eye on his light, which is getting smaller. I arrive at the little col. Polar gusts rush into my neck, pierce my bones, whip my face and snatch handfuls of ice fragments from the hard snow and throw them at me. These icy filings sting my face, slicing into my narrowed eyes. I have never experienced such cold. I get a move on; I can’t hang around here. I readjust the position of my chin under the collar of my suit. I fasten my hood. Each metre is a new victory over myself. I breathe in and breathe out rapidly to go faster, but the altitude quickly suffocates me. My muscles instantly contract. I move forward in Robocop mode; I race to the top.

         It must be 6 p.m. Or maybe 6.30 p.m.? Or later, I don’t know. Breathless, I traverse the final metres to reach a pile of stones from which a stake entwined with fixed ropes emerges. The summit!

         I fall to my knees facing the stake, turning my back to the wind to protect myself from the icy gusts. I slap my arms, my thighs, my calves, I try to warm myself up. I gasp. The wind draws glistening trails of snow in the air. I calm down, I breathe deeply. I am between two worlds: the earth and the sky. My knees are fully glued to the ground by gravity, but my hands are touching the heavens.

         The wholeness of the place intoxicates me. After battling through this long day, I finally emerge among the stars.

         I wait for Tomek; I watch the light of his head torch draw nearer. He is very close. I shiver with the cold, which is brutal and extreme. It’s as though I’m anaesthetised. Numbed by all the years of dreaming, by the intense cold, I struggle to unravel dream from reality. Only my fight to warm up confirms to me that the situation is very real, no longer a fantasy. In the halo of my head torch, the prayer flags, frosted, mummified by the winter, are still dancing in the wind.

         I’m on the summit of Nanga in winter, ten years after falling in love with this mountain. I don’t take out my inReach or my GoPro, because that would mean taking off my gloves and I don’t want to. I can’t. I’m chilled, frozen. I want to stay here until Tomek arrives, 19 to celebrate and to hold him in my arms. We finally have our Nanga! We have been trembling with desire for it for years; we wanted to get here so badly! This day has been so long and so difficult!

         As always, when I arrive at the summit, I don’t think of anything for a few minutes; I simply soak in these unique places. During an ascent, I experience irrepressible surges of joy and avalanches of emotions, my heart pounds, I shout and cry with delight; on the summit, on the other hand, I never let myself become overwhelmed by emotion. Is it a form of self-control to keep my feet on the ground, a rule that I impose subconsciously, given that I know you haven’t really reached the summit until you get back down? You savour the taste of the summit on the return to Base Camp, with the risk mitigated and adrenaline levels diminished. It’s always like this.

         Now I think about the descent, which will require even more commitment. The loop will only be closed upon arrival at Camp 4 this evening, then at Base Camp tomorrow. We can only talk about the summit there, not before then.
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