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This book is memoir. It reflects the author’s present recollections and perceptions of experiences over time. Some names and characteristics have been changed, some events have been compressed, and some dialogue has been re-created.
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You will not discover the limits of the soul by traveling, even if you wander over every conceivable path, so deep is its story.


—Heraclitus, Fragments


How does it feel?


—Bob Dylan, “Like a Rolling Stone”
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A MOUNTAIN OF A STORY


The first time I heard from our writer on Everest after the 1996 tragedy, I was seated at my desk, nibbling on a green chili breakfast burrito and reading the New York Times online. My computer’s screen was filled with plane crashes and small wars in far-off nations. President Clinton grappled with gay people in the military.


My sunny, light-filled office on the second floor of Outside magazine’s southwestern-themed building felt peaceful in comparison. It was just before 9 a.m. A cool morning breeze moved through my open balcony door—that clean mountain air. Across the street, I watched tourists posing for pictures next to an old train stop in the Santa Fe Railyard. Then the phone rang. I almost didn’t pick up. Unless I was expecting a call, I rarely answered before nine.


I certainly wasn’t expecting to hear that voice, which I recognized as soon as he spoke.


Today, author and journalist Jon Krakauer’s first words still rattle around my head like lost dice. I would have known his efficient, clipped tone if he’d been speaking into one of those homemade toy phones made from two plastic cups linked by ten feet of kite string—or the distance of an ocean.


“Hey, Brad.”


“Jon?” I gripped the phone tightly and pulled on the cord, trying to move it a few inches toward the door so I could take the call on the sunny balcony under the famous New Mexico sky, big and dotted with perfect-looking clouds, the mountains rising in the distance. I wanted to feel more connected—or at least less disconnected—to this writer who had just survived the deadliest day on the world’s highest mountain while reporting a story for the magazine.


“Wait a second.”


I was confused. The last I’d heard through Mark Bryant, the editor of Outside, my boss, and, in those days, Krakauer’s editor and primary contact on all his stories for the magazine, our writer had made it safely back to base camp after a fast-moving blizzard pounded the granite peak on a day when dozens were descending from the summit. The storm had caught the climbers off guard. Some never made it off the summit ridge while others hurried toward their campsite down dangerous slopes in whiteout conditions. Some climbers made it back to their tents. But others become confused and lost and froze to death or fell off the mountain’s steep slope. Eleven climbers were either dead or missing and presumed dead. We editors eventually learned that Jon had made it safely back to his tent, and a few days later, we learned that he had arrived back at base camp. From there, we thought he’d have to trek back out to civilization. So, we weren’t expecting to hear from him for more than a week. Which is why I was confused, and overwhelmed, but more than anything else, relieved to hear his voice. He was alive.


“I’m in Kathmandu. I’m at a hotel.”


He then explained that instead of trekking back out he and the other climbers had been picked up by a helicopter at Pheriche, a village with a small hospital about eight miles from Everest base camp.


“Fucking A, Jon. I can’t tell you how glad I am to hear your voice. I know this is a stupid question, but are you okay?” It was the only question I could think to ask.


I tried to picture the best-selling author of Into the Wild, a consummate adventure writer, and a longtime contributor to our magazine, in the aftermath of what he’d just gone through. Of course, I had zero ability to relate to the traumas he’d experienced. I’d sat on my ass in a climate-controlled office for the past eight weeks worrying while he’d bled and suffered in more ways than I could comprehend.


I listened as he filled me in on a few details of the scene on the mountain after the storm and the conditions of some of the climbers with whom I was familiar.


“Fuck,” I said.


As I spoke, I felt a wave of emotion and even fought back a tear.


Why? I’m not sure. I didn’t know Krakauer. We had spoken only a handful of times, primarily during the six months before the climb when I was working the phones to try to land him on a commercial guided climbing team. Moreover, I and the other editors bore no responsibility for his safety, and none of us could take any credit for his success on the mountain. The idea to climb to the summit of Mount Everest had been a thousand-percent his. As Mark recently told me: “Our idea was to have somebody of Krakauer’s credibility cover Everest’s growing commercialism from base camp. We certainly didn’t aspire to put one of our writers’ lives at risk by going to the top.”


Furthermore, we editors hadn’t done an ounce of the real work. We hadn’t put ourselves in exceedingly dangerous places. Nor had we suffered a whit. And yet… I was flooded with emotions, and even today I’m not sure why. I guess it was because I had expended significant emotional capital worrying about him. All of us editors had. And this: on some barely conscious level, I, a thirty-year-old associate editor who was taking this call from Krakauer because Mark wasn’t available, suspected that the climbers who survived that brutal storm on Mount Everest on May 10, 1996, would have a difficult time healing from the trauma and finding peace. If ever they did.


But this moment wasn’t about me. This phone call, this magazine story. None of it was about me. Though I admit: I have often lost sight of this reality.


We continued talking for another few minutes. He told me a little about what he’d been through, and then he said he had plans to start writing very soon after he returned to Seattle.


“No, no, I spoke with Mark about this. He said to tell you that you can take all the time you need. I mean, you could wait a year to write this story. We don’t care. Just get home and get rested and recovered. We can talk in a few weeks or longer.”


“Do you know if Mark’s around?” Jon usually consulted only with Mark.


“I haven’t seen him.”


I looked down at the project management folder that contained nearly two years of notes, clipped articles, and correspondence from guiding companies, and became lost in thought. Since my first days as an intern at the magazine, I had been an armchair Everest buff, reading books, watching videos, and keeping tabs on each climbing season. Why? I’m not sure I know. This is just what I do. I become obsessed; I go down rabbit holes. Eventually, I got promoted to assistant editor and became the maven of the magazine’s adventure beat. I began keeping a file about Everest. Soon my file grew thick with articles and written notes from my interviews with various Everest experts. Some of these experts kept telling me that we editors should send a writer to Everest to write about the rise of commercially guided expeditions. Several new outfits were advertising their services and promising potential clients they’d do the hard work of setting ropes, carrying heavy gear, making camp, calling the tactical shots—practically everything except the actual climbing. The cost to the client: $65,000.


Eventually, during the winter of 1993–1994, I wrote a story pitch in which I’d argued that we should get a writer to base camp sooner than later: “Eventually, the shit will hit the fan,” I stated. I delivered the pitch in an editorial meeting in the conference room of our offices then located in downtown Chicago. At the end of the pitch, I suggested we consider both mountaineering writer Greg Child and Jon Krakauer as potential writers.


That far tamer Everest story was largely forgotten. It never happened. But I remained vitally interested in all things Everest. We did offer it to Krakauer in March 1995, but he turned it down. And then he surprised us all when later he called Mark and said that he would go to Everest if we got him on a team and that he wanted to try to climb to the top.


I was beyond thrilled when I heard this. This was even better. Practically all of us at the magazine began working toward making this story happen. And Mark was kind enough to anoint me chief shepherd of the nascent project. Thus, Krakauer called me when he couldn’t track Mark down.


I must have spaced out ten seconds. When I drifted back to reality, Krakauer was ready to get off the phone. “Gotta go, Brad.”


“Okay, well. Take it easy on yourself. You’ve been through a lot.” As if this seasoned mountaineer and journalist needed life advice from me.


Thus began the final chapter of my six-year career as an up-and-coming editor at one of the nation’s most respected, award-winning magazines. In my work as editorial project manager of the Everest story, I had primarily made a lot of phone calls. I’d helped get Krakauer a place on a premiere mountain guiding company. Other than that, I’d prayed a lot for his safe return. But today, when I look back on the spring and summer of 1996, I can see that I got pretty jacked up on raw exuberance. I also became poisoned by my own inner grandiosity. In my head, I was already writing my own press releases. I believed my involvement in this Everest story would help me fulfill my dream of becoming an adventure writer myself. As the summer wore on, I shepherded Krakauer’s story through the editorial process at Outside. I reviewed the manuscript when it landed on my desk, oversaw the team of fact-checkers and the creation of the two-page graphic sidebar. I found myself being interviewed on camera for ABC News at Mark’s request. A month later, Mark promoted me to senior editor. And after the story appeared on newsstands in the September 1996 issue of Outside with bold lettering that read “The Story on Everest,” I sat for dozens more radio, TV, and newspaper interviews. I began receiving phone calls from editors of other magazines offering me writing assignments for adventure-related stories. I had it all figured out; it had never been my goal to become a great editor of adventure stories; my goal was to be the adventure writer himself.


In early November, about three months after “Into Thin Air” appeared on newsstands, I gave Mark my notice, packed my Outside office into boxes, thanked my boss and the rest of the staff, and set up a home office in the new house I shared with Di, my wife. If now wasn’t the perfect time to make my break and step into the life of my dreams, full of adventurous travel to exotic places, when would the right time be? In this moment, becoming a great adventure writer felt like more than just a dream—it felt, excuse the hyperbole, like my destiny.


It all sounds so logical and reasonable now. As I organized my new home office, there was one memo I didn’t get or at least didn’t read. If only I’d spent more time studying the writings of Freud and Jung, or at least just looked up the word destiny. If I had, I might have learned that destiny, it turns out, is a future scenario, one’s destination. We can dream about our destiny, the place we’d like to end up. But we cannot escape our fate, a word I should also have looked up, something a tad more twisted and dark. Fate is what the universe has planned for us, and its synonym, somewhat appropriately, is doom. If becoming a successful adventure writer was my destiny, then losing everything—my wife, my house, my money, my career, my sanity, and nearly my life within ten years of the publication of “Into Thin Air”—was my fate.


I never could have imagined that within that decade, due to undiagnosed, untreated PTSD and complex PTSD, I would be brought to my knees by visually graphic and other times purely emotion-driven flashbacks. I would end up too depressed to carry on and numbed out on a massive cocktail of twenty-three psychotropic pills per day. I could never have anticipated that I would become a housebound zombie, living off government disability checks, or that, much later, I’d try to pull my life together by reimagining myself as a spiritual seeker on the road to redemption across the Holy Land. I certainly never could have predicted that I’d temporarily abandon my writing career to become a headband-wearing yoga teacher. Or that I’d be twice divorced and endure the Mother of All Midlife Crises.


How could I have foreseen that I would one day kneel at the feet of a hundred-year-old yogi in a cave in the Himalayas and that he’d bless me by literally smacking me on the head, leading to a twelve-hour mystical experience during which the curtain of the universe was pulled back for me, and I saw the unification of All?


As I sat in my office the day of that call, I thought I was building the foundation for a solid career as a journalist and travel writer. Who knew where that could lead, but lectures, books, fame, and material wealth were certainly my hoped-for destiny. I had no idea that I was a broken man, doomed to external adventures that were humbling and humiliating, as well as a man fated for a decade of challenging inner work needed to heal and finally make sense of my life.


All of this happened to me.


And I’m still here to tell the story.
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I caught this fish, my first, during a grade school field trip to a farm in Kansas.
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THE RIVER (IS EVERYWHERE)


Every adventure writer worth his salt knows that a story evolves over time. You don’t set out knowing exactly where to begin. You must first hack at it, bully it, move through it, play with it. You must fight your way through the messy middle. You must bring forth the crisis, the climax, the resolution, all of it, and then you must write the ending. Or take your first stab at the ending. Then and only then do you have the clarity of mind to see a story’s true beginning.


So, fuck fate. Fuck doom. Fuck hubris, and fuck Icarus, too. Maybe I did leave the starting gate too fast and hard. But this story is not about those themes. It’s not about Everest or Jon Krakauer either.


This story is about faith. It’s also about other words—adventure, trauma, addiction, and how we humans heal. But I argue that faith is inherent in all of it.


And so, the story’s truest beginning is this:


May 1978, and I was twelve years old. The morning fog was lifting on the sandy bank of Arkansas’s White River. I climbed into an aluminum canoe and carefully walked to the seat at the bow. I lifted the plastic paddle and held it in my hand, feeling the weight of the blade and the texture of the ridged grip. I felt anxious, even queasy, remembering the grim face of a visitor at our campsite the previous evening. “It’s rained nonstop for over a week,” he warned. “This on top of a very wet spring. The river is too high to run right now. I can give you your money back, and you can stay at a hotel in town. Last weekend, three parties wrapped their canoes around trees, bent in half. They barely made it out alive.”


Or was I more disturbed by the near unanimous reaction of the fathers who stood listening? One voiced what all seemed to be thinking: “Thank you for your advice, but we’ve come too far not to run. We will be fine.” I felt so anxious after this that I barely slept. And now my stomach fluttered, and my limbs buzzed with anxiety. I glanced over my shoulder and watched my dad step into the canoe and sit at the stern. Handsome, six feet tall, imposing. Throughout my life, I watched as strangers asked him whether he was Mario Andretti or Senator Gary Hart. A lawyer with a big, politically connected law firm in suburban Kansas City, he spoke with certainty about how the world worked, how business worked, how life worked. I noticed that a lot of younger, less successful men looked up to him. But over time, I also noticed that he looked down on many of the men who worshipped him.


We pushed off. The canoe glided away from the shore toward the river’s main channel. The current grabbed the narrow, aluminum boat and began to push us downriver sideways, and I heard my dad voice his frustration.


“God darn it. Paddle, Brad.”


I was paddling.


The next thirty seconds were, in retrospect, comical, although they didn’t feel that way at the time. My dad, whom I’d only been in a canoe with once before, struggled to control our direction. We floated sideways, and then we swung akimbo and slightly backward, before our boat corrected and we headed downstream. I looked back at the sandbar where the other fathers and sons were laughing at us. Not that they were any better. Just about every canoe before and after us did the same thing.


As our boat straightened out, my father reminded me of something that he’d said four or five times already that morning.


“You are the power, Brad. If you don’t paddle hard, I can’t steer us.”


“Okay, okay.”


I dug my blade into the river and paddled hard. Years later, when I worked as a camp counselor in Maine and learned how to paddle a canoe solo, I learned that my dad’s adage was incorrect. The person in the stern must know how to steer a canoe on their own, regardless of how hard the kid in front is paddling.


But on that day, I focused on paddling hard. It was my job, and I was an earnest kid, and I intended to do it well. And, like any kid, I wanted to make my father proud.


We spent the morning canoeing like Laurel and Hardy. We entered rapids sideways, backward, always to the refrain, “You’re not paddling hard enough.”


By noon, I was beginning to catch on. I was paddling hard enough. Was it possible that my dad didn’t know what he was doing? But I didn’t dare say that. So I kept paddling and kept assuring him I was paddling hard.


We stopped on a sandbar for lunch, and then we launched our canoe again. We came to a downed tree that had fallen during the spring heavy rains. We portaged around it and then set the canoe back in the water and pushed off again. As we had in the morning, we entered the channel going sideways. Only at this place, the river was running faster and deeper.


“Paddle harder, Brad. You’re not giving me the power I need to steer the boat.”


I dug in harder and pulled the paddle back and through.


But we kept going sideways. The current lifted the right side of the canoe, gravity pulled it back down, and water poured over the side, first slowly, then rapidly. Before I could take a breath, the current dumped us over. I felt my balls constrict into my abdomen, and I couldn’t catch my breath. And then, eventually, my body got used to the cold water. As I floated downstream, I felt weightless. My dad drifted toward the bank. I spotted him crawling out of the water on his hands and knees. But I kept drifting farther away from the banks. I felt free.


Then I felt a massive jerk and my head plunged underwater. I feared I would drown right then and there. But then my head surfaced. I took a massive, gasping inhale only to be plunged under the water once again. Okay, now I am going to die, I thought. But again, my head surfaced, and this time it stayed above water. I was terribly confused. I tried to look behind me, but my life jacket was in the way. I felt something hard against my torso. I touched it with my hand—a tree, with sharp, broken branches. I put two and two together and concluded that my lifejacket had snagged on a submerged log. I was stuck and I was in pain. The current pressed my skinny, twelve-year-old body into the log, and at the same time it clawed at me, begging me to be free. I looked over at my father. He stood on the bank, motionless, staring back at me.


I felt calm. Why? I wondered. I felt out of time, as if I were watching myself stranded on a log in a parallel universe.


I spent the next few minutes in this Zen-like state. Then I began to feel again—fear and frustration. I looked down at my father. He was still on the bank. Aren’t you going to do something? He seemed incapable of movement, entirely stuck in his own fear. I hope that’s what was happening for him. The alternative, that he chose not to rescue his son, would be too difficult to comprehend.


A few more minutes must have passed. Fear turned to rage. I looked up at the sky and pleaded with God to save me. Nothing. Of course, God wasn’t going to save me: he didn’t save his own son when he was dying on the cross. I felt the log shift underneath me. I feared I would be pulled under again. Then I was, eyes and mouth sealed shut, arms flailing, grabbing, to no avail. And suddenly, thankfully, I could breathe and see again. But I was still stuck. Where’s my dad? Is he getting help? I felt lost and hopeless. Trapped. Abandoned. Utterly alone. Totally fucked.


Thirty-three years later, I can see and feel everything as clearly as when it happened. The memories have not faded with time. I hear the clunk of a canoe striking the log and the back of my head. I feel a blunt strike against my shoulders and neck. I hear my friend Bill’s dad shouting. I see his arm reach for me but miss. And then, I am free. I feel free. Freer than I’ve felt before. My head hurt. My side hurt, and I later noticed cuts and bruises that lasted a week. But none of that mattered, because I was free, floating down the river, suspended and somehow safe.


Today I believe I understand what my father really meant when he said, “You are the power”: I have zero idea what I’m doing in this here canoe. I don’t know how to steer. I don’t know how to read a raging river. So, kiddo, it’s up to you. Oh, and guess what, son? If we tip over, it will be your fault.


Ron Morris, our group’s leader, scooped me up and set me in the bottom of a boat, where I lay crying. And then I heard my father’s voice: “Get up, son. You’re fine.”


And on one level he was correct. I’d only suffered cuts and bruises—albeit deep bruises that ached for a week as I tried to focus on my seventh-grade classes at school—but I was definitely not fine. And there’s a real way in which I would never be fine from that day forward.


That evening, while our exhausted group of boys and fathers sat around a campfire, our leader, Ron Morris, led us in a prayer of thanks to Jesus for saving me from drowning. I stared into the flames, tears welling in my eyes. I didn’t feel fine. I never felt at home in nature again. I never felt at home in my own body again. Freud wrote that we will unconsciously gravitate toward the very things that wounded us. We try and try and try to have a better experience. I became an adventure-travel writer, even though I had a difficult relationship with nature. I tried to outrun myself, my own body. Looking back, it was all a big cosmic setup. I put myself in situations that would traumatize me as an unconscious attempt to heal. I found myself stranded in remote campsites in roadless regions. Or on planes to far-off places in nature where I would have little control over outcomes. Trauma was layered up on trauma. And that’s when I turned to a psychiatrist. Unfortunately, this one had a penchant and a reputation for overmedicating his clients. I took pill after pill until I was taking more than twenty tablets and capsules per day and barely left my own house.


The last thing I want to do is throw my father under the bus in my story. Even from where I sit, I can acknowledge that he’s not a bad man, although he does have a difficult relationship with the truth. And today, despite many requests for a conversation about our shared history, we have never resolved our disparate experiences and memories about that day on the river. But the lie that hurt me most came the night we returned home from the canoe trip. I ran toward my mother to tell her about my ordeal on the submerged log—those minutes of feeling trapped, as if I might die.


“Honey, Brad’s exaggerating. Nothing like that happened. His shirt got snagged on a twig.”


My shirt got snagged on a twig. I knew that wasn’t true. And if that had been the case, why didn’t Dad bother to saunter out into the placid waters and unhook said shirt? “Your shirt got snagged” became his mantra about that canoe trip for the next forty years. A decade later, I received confirmation of my inner reality when I ran into Ron Morris at a Kansas City Royals baseball game and he told me how terrified he’d been watching the near-drowning from his boat many yards downstream.


I knew my father’s version of reality wasn’t true, but I never said it. He was my dad. And I didn’t want to embarrass him. I loved him. I still do.


After that day, I still loved my father as deeply as any son does. But the seeds of confusion and later rage had been planted. Because I also saw my father as a hypocrite and a liar. He seemed to need to curate, even control, my reality. As I developed my own ideas about the world, tensions between us rose. If protested, he reacted with sarcastic, cutting put-downs, glares, or by ignoring me. He seemed to give my siblings tacit consent to treat me like this, too. Should I comply with my reality or his became a near-constant question to my young, vulnerable mind. Eventually, my image of him was split into two distinct fathers: one version was idealistic, my dad as the do-no-wrong holy father. The other? The opposite: a cruel, manipulative, uncaring motherfucker. How does a child—or, later, that adult—reconcile this psychic split? You become a seeker, an achiever, and you set your sights on setting the world on fire with your own grandiose sense of genius.


After that canoeing accident, my father never seemed the same. I can’t say for certain that the accident had anything to do with what I experienced as his shift in behavior. But he seemed markedly different. Perhaps my perceptions opened. He regularly came to dinner drunk on Gallo and slurring his speech. Often, after dinner, he drank gin until he passed out and could not be roused. Many times the rest of my family split when he did this, my brother to his girlfriends, my mother to Junior League meetings or to help my sister with her homework. Me? I couldn’t leave his side. On a dozen or more occasions, as the credits to the Tonight Show rolled and Doc Severinsen’s trumpet wailed, I’d grab his arm and pull him out of his recliner. My arm around his shoulder like a big brother, I’d walk him to bed.


Once, on a camping trip in Colorado, he marched my older brother and me into the backcountry. The three of us fumbled to cook a freeze-dried stroganoff dish in the rain. By dusk, he’d drunk enough gin to need to lie down alone in the tent. My brother and I stayed up talking under the brilliant Perseid meteor showers. I came to bed last. I tried to nudge him to say good night, but he didn’t budge. His mouth was propped open, and his tongue hung out sloppily. For a split second, my heart sunk into my belly. I thought he was dead.


Decades later, in my early fifties, I would be told independently by a psychiatrist and therapist that, in their assessment, I had suffered abuse and neglect during my childhood. But that didn’t help the young boy struggling to build his identity and place in the world. Throughout my adolescence, when I could, I fell asleep listening to talk radio or reading about Jesus in the New Testament. I found solace in the actions and ideas of this radical man from Galilee, this free spirit, this believer in justice. A sense of righteousness and maybe temporary okayness. I grew to loathe the mornings after as much as the late nights. I would eat my cereal and watch the Today Show. When my dad entered the breakfast nook dressed in his pin-striped suit and reeking of cologne, ready for his day of lawyering, I cringed. And when he tried to father me or otherwise tell me how to be a man, I raged silently. I was a skinny, lonely preteen suffering from anorexia, insomnia, and depression, but I was hopped up on Jesus stories, and I was pissed off. If only I were brave enough, I’d have toppled the breakfast table and shaken my fist at him and driven him out of the temple of my life.
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During my teens in the Kansas City suburbs the depressions grew deep and frequent.








But I was a boy. And he was my father.


In high school, when he moved out, back in, out again, and then back in just for Christmas Eve and Day and ordered us all to put on a show for his mother and talk to her as if he lived in the house when in fact he had lived across town, I walked the nearby creek and raised my fist to the steely Kansas winter sky. I felt possessed by pure, unadulterated, high-test anger—far more anger than my six-foot, 125-pound body could reasonably house. And I couldn’t mention a word to my mom or dad about how wrong and hypocritical this faux Christmas felt. They would deflect it. “Brad, you’re just too angry of a person,” my dad will still tell me on the rare occasions that we talk. “What happened to the sweet, fun kid you used to be?”


And today, as far as I know, nobody, not my mother, not my brother or sister, ever said a word to him about any of this. But I have. I remember.


A child will twist his own mind into knots to protect his image of a parent as caring, loving, committed. It never occurs to a child that a parent doesn’t have his best interest in mind. Why won’t a child speak his mind to a neglectful parent? Easy: he fears losing his sacred bond. He knows, on some deep level, that the cost of rebelling is abandonment, and no child will take the risk of that loss.


And so, as a child, I said nothing. And when I was a teenager and did say something, I was criticized for being angry and disrespectful.


Over the years, I came to see myself as toxic. I believed I was the problem. How could it be anybody else’s fault but mine? I was too smart-alecky. Too disrespectful. Too this or that. Too everything. But also, never enough.


And that happy-go-lucky, people-pleasing junior editor at the high-profile adventure magazine, who commissioned and edited famous, successful stories was still holding all that anger inside, trapped, with nowhere to go. Whether I was editing, writing, or hiking with Di, I spent an extraordinary amount of energy holding my own darkness at bay, to maintain the smile on my face. With each passing year, these tasks grew more and more Herculean.


I’ve learned volumes about trauma and its effects. We can withstand many of life’s traumas if we have supportive people to talk to. According to the prevailing theory, trauma gets stuck in the body. Talking about the traumatic events, processing them in a supportive community, is how we heal, as attested to by van der Kolk, Susan Aposhyan, Peter Levine, and many others.


Healing childhood trauma is more difficult and complex because the child’s brain is not yet developed. And most children don’t have an adult nearby who is wise and supportive enough to help. On their own, a child will try to think his way out of the trauma, and that’s a task no child is up to. His mind can end up resembling a piece of twine that’s become hopelessly knotted and tangled. The child, and later the adult, will make twisted assumptions about himself, about the world, about life. He will blame himself for the events that caused the trauma. Ultimately, he will disconnect from himself and suffer from depression, dissociation, anxiety, insomnia, negative self-talk, and low self-esteem. Trauma specialists now believe that the experience doesn’t need to be a dramatic, life-endangering accident to cause post-traumatic stress disorder or PTSD.


Growing up in a dysfunctional family can cause relational or attachment trauma and lead to complex PTSD symptoms. In a dysfunctional family marked by emotional abuse or neglect, as I have come to view my family, a child is often scapegoated. The family, overtly and covertly, blames a child for their problems as a means of deflecting attention from the real problems. Instead of a single traumatic event, a child in this role might experience a continual barrage of subtle attacks on his worthiness, sense of belonging, and even his very identity. These attacks might come in the form of gaslighting, verbal abuse, and other obvious forms of manipulation. But they also can come in the form of thousands upon thousands of subtle negative facial expressions and sarcastic put-downs over years or decades. The family’s intent, whether conscious or unconscious, is to make the child feel like an Other, like he cannot be his authentic self and still remain a member of the family, like he is not part of the pack. After all, we are pack animals. Indeed, by adulthood, he feels toxic, broken, and like an outsider in his own family, in his own body, in his own life. This unease carries into adult relationships with partners, colleagues, and bosses. His fear of rejection and unconscious behavior may turn his new friend groups or places of employment into his old family of origin, where the cycle of scapegoating continues.


Today, when I meet a teenager who seems obsessed with keeping adults happy, I cringe inside. I want to call 911.
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FALLING IN LOVE WITH ADVENTURE


I arrived smiling at Outside’s offices in downtown Chicago on a snowy mid-December morning in 1990. The previous Friday I’d wrapped up work on my master’s degree at Northwestern University’s prestigious Medill School of Journalism. I stomped the snow off my boots and checked in with the receptionist, who led me to a cubicle against a mauve-tinted window overlooking Chicago’s tony Gold Coast. I hung my coat and sat at my new desk and opened the New York Times. When the other intern arrived, a bearded fellow my age named Alex, I introduced myself, and he explained the ins and outs of my new job.


“Basically, we type. We receive manuscripts from our writers in the mail, and you retype the stories into the computer so it’s in our system. Then you print the story out, and you distribute it to the editors assigned to it.”


Alex handed me an envelope. I opened it and took out the typed manuscript it contained. And I got to work. I typed. Hard and fast. I was a longtime reader of Outside, dating back to high school, and had many times imagined working there as an editor, maybe an adventure writer. Right now, my job was to type manuscripts, and I was determined to be the best intern they’d ever seen.


Beth, the managing editor, must have thought very highly of my typing, because after three months working, I was summoned to her office and offered a full-time position. My title: editorial assistant. My salary: $18,000 a year or, after taxes, biweekly payments of $500. My main responsibility was fact-checking the magazine’s Gear and Travel departments. I was thrilled. This was literally a dream come true.


In the 1990s, Outside was one of the most successful magazines in the country. It was thick with advertising from Nike, the major auto companies, and outdoor brands such as The North Face. And its readership consisted largely of successful, moneyed, weekend warrior types. I seemed to fit in well, too, as the magazine was staffed by twenty- and thirtysomethings who were smart, funny, and loaded with white privilege. We hailed from good schools and presumably decent families. I looked up to my peers. I could tell that the editors were more than just colleagues. We seemed to care about each other. We were drinking buddies, and on weekends, we went mountain biking at state parks or attended Cubs games at Wrigley Field. I was barely three months out of grad school and only twenty-five years old, but I’d already landed my dream job.


Looking back, I realize I barely knew who I was, even as I stepped enthusiastically into this new role, this new identity, this new life. Born and raised in a suburb of Kansas City, I was tall and lanky, with a mop of brown hair that I parted on the side like a TV weatherman. Like a weatherman, I smiled often and was eager to please—too eager. But I loved my new job. I was earnest, too. I worked hard. I arrived each morning thirty minutes early, wielding a Starbucks coffee, a blueberry muffin, and the New York Times. As if I were setting a table for a king, I spread the newspaper of record across my desk, and then, sipping and munching, I devoured the paper section by section. When I reached the back page, I turned to the magazines that were delivered to our office: Surfer, Backpacker, Bicycling, Ski and Skiing, Sports Illustrated, Climbing, Rock and Ice. And then I surfed the web (which took longer then) for news about explorers and adventurers who risked their lives trying to climb tall mountains, surf big waves, pull sleds to the North and South Pole, hack their way through dense tropical jungles, on and on and on.
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In the late 1980s, I worked as a “trip leader” guiding groups of fifteen-year-olds to the top of Maine’s Mount Katahdin and other New England peaks.








I loved my job because I worked for a magazine that published stories about humans living inspired, adventurous lives, lives that said fuck you to a traditional nine-to-five job and focused on adventure and travel instead. For a twenty-five-year-old man or woman, what wasn’t to like about it? If a subject we wanted to write about didn’t quite fit with our mission, we made it fit. (One of Outside’s most-loved articles of all time was “King of the Ferretleggers,” about English miner Reg Mellor’s wacky hobby of stuffing live ferrets down his pants to see if he could bear the painful consequences.) In truth, the world was our oyster.


I loved stories. I loved words. Editing and writing adventure stories suited me and my own creative, storytelling brain. Adventuring, albeit a far lighter variety than high-altitude mountaineering, was right up my alley, too. Though I’d grown up in the dull, flat state of Kansas, I soon realized I was one of the most experienced outdoorspeople on staff. As a boy, I’d gone on hiking and ski vacations in the Colorado Rockies. In college, I’d worked as a trip leader at a summer camp in Maine, guiding teenaged boys on weeklong backpacking trips across New England’s highest peaks, including New Hampshire’s Mount Washington and Maine’s Mount Katahdin. Back in those days, I had a 1970s-era VW bus I drove across the United States more than once. And while studying philosophy at King’s College in London, I spent several weeks hitchhiking across England, Wales, and Ireland. After college, I worked as a ski lift operator (until I seriously blew out my knee and retreated to Kansas to rehab it). All this experience in the wild and on the road served me well when it came to writing and editing stories for Outside.
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A stranger took this picture of Di and me celebrating our wedding night in Santa Fe, New Mexico, in December of 1994.








I didn’t just love the work—I loved the people I worked with, which was a good thing, as the hours were long, sometimes more than fifty per week. In the early 1990s, my life could be boiled down to working at “the magazine” and exploring Chicago with Dianna, a smart, charming, and warmhearted graduate of the University of Michigan I met in graduate school at Northwestern and the woman I’d later marry.


There was no formal training to become a great editor. We learned on the fly, by doing—the old “baptism by fire” approach. I must have shown promise to the higher-ups, because over the next year, in addition to fact-checking, I was fed a steady stream of new, increasingly complex projects. I even landed an assignment to write my first travel story, about fly fishing in the Missouri Ozarks at my dad’s favorite spot. I even invited him to come with me. Next, I wrote a news article about a new bear repellant consisting of cayenne pepper spray. I followed that with an investigative feature about corruption at the US Forest Service. If you could graph my career trajectory at that time, it would look like a rocket’s, headed for the stratosphere. In the fall of 1992, I was promoted to assistant editor, and then, eighteen months later, associate editor. Soon I had an office on the main hallway, kitty-corner from Mark’s. I was helping manage the news section and assigning and editing features. I was on my way to the top, and I was enjoying every minute of it.


Outside was killing it, too. The magazine reached more than a million readers per month. Our stories and authors were frequently featured on the evening news and the Today Show. One page of advertising went for tens of thousands of dollars, and as advertising revenue grew, so did the magazine; the fall issues then were fat as books. Outside was even starting a television channel. The editors were young and bold, and we believed in what we were doing. When we’d had a few beers, we compared our influence on the zeitgeist to the Rolling Stone of the 1970s and the New Yorker under Tina Brown. I wasn’t the only one who felt as if I was taking off to the stratosphere—we all did. I made my home in a studio apartment on a tree-lined street in Lincoln Park, two blocks from Dianna’s.


We never know how we are seen by others. But if you asked one of my workmates then, I suspect they would have told you I was a smart, funny, talented, optimistic young man. A pleasant, hardworking midwesterner, with a touch of quirk. While others rode top-of-the-line ten-speeds they bought on a company discount, I boasted about my old one-speed, painted gold and purchased for five dollars at a garage sale, that I called Golden Boy. I seriously doubt anybody suspected that my outside veneer and how I felt inside were at serious odds. Nobody would have described me then as depressed, angry, or prickly. That would come later. Back then, I was like my mother: I liked to smile, and I liked it when other people were happy with me. Looking back, I didn’t really know myself very well at all. I was simply playing a part.


At the time, I was concerned only with building a career, a life, a name for myself, and money in the bank was nice too. I gave no attention or thought to issues such as personal development. I was unaware of the dangers of believing one’s own press. As Carl Jung wrote, in our twenties and thirties, we are consumed with building a persona:


The persona is a complicated system of relations between individual consciousness and society… a kind of mask, designed on the one hand to make a definite impression upon others, and, on the other, to conceal the true nature of the individual.


There’s nothing wrong with the persona, it’s a normal stage of development between the person and society.


Trouble happens, however, if we move into midlife and still identify with that persona—that is, if we come to believe that our mask is the whole story. Eventually, the persona, the mask created in the first half of life, must fall off if we are to stay connected to our true self. This process of letting go of our false self can be painful, messy, but it’s necessary. In this country, where materialism and denial of aging and death are so common, a man will resist this transformation at his own peril. Instead of real change, this man will dye his gray hair, buy a fast red car, and put a much younger woman in the passenger seat. And wake up ten years later still a man-child obsessed with career titles, material wealth, and power.


I tried to take the other route. I listened to Jung when he wrote, in midlife, all of life’s problems have spiritual answers. The results? Read on.
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THE STRANGER


One day, in 1992, a stranger, a bearded man wearing a pink oxford shirt and blue jeans skulked past my office and disappeared into Mark’s. An hour or so later, I heard Mark and the stranger talking in the hallway. Other editors had joined them. I stopped stuffing rejection letters into envelopes and listened. The stranger was telling a story about a recent ascent of a difficult, remote peak in Patagonia. Wait, is that who I think it is? I couldn’t stand it any longer. I stood up and walked to the doorway, casually grabbing the door frame above me, trying to appear more confident than I was.


The stranger continued with a precise account of the climb. I don’t remember his exact words. My mind disconnected from the present moment, and my imagination filled in the blanks.


I heard an editor say, “Wow,” and my attention swung back to the physical realm.


“This is going to be a great story, Jon,” a different editor said. The voice belonged to Donovan, who seemed to be our own literary shooting star. A senior editor from Chicago, Donovan was already writing feature stories for the New Yorker. Smart, bombastic, and kind, he seemed to write exclusively about the biggest and most intense topics, and he always had a nugget of storytelling wisdom to share with us junior editors. “You’ve got to make the box before you break the box,” he liked to say about setting up the story with a strong argument before you begin to deconstruct it. He was the archetype of the adventure writer. Long hair, John Lennon glasses, tall, handsome. Brave. I only knew him during nine-to-five hours, but he seemed to have the world by its tail.


Eventually, I couldn’t stand being unseen and unheard. I moved into the hallway.


“Buck! Meet Jon. Jon, meet Buck. Well, that’s what we call him. This is Brad.”


Mark rested his hand on my shoulder. As a kid, my brother called me Bucky because my front teeth stuck out. But braces fixed that. And at some point, friends caught on and shortened my nickname to Buck. Buck. I liked it better than Bucky. It was more… adult. Buck was the dog in Jack London’s Call of the Wild. To me, the moniker suggested a strength, bravery. I never asked anybody to call me Buck, but I didn’t mind it one bit. And while I didn’t see myself as heroic, strong, or particularly brave, I believed I would deserve such a nickname once I became a bona fide adventure writer myself.


I shook the stranger’s hand. It was firm. I looked down at his muscled forearms, revealed by his rolled-up sleeves. I had spoken to him as a fact-checker. I’d read all his feature stories, climbing adventures around the world. We were different. He was compact, intense, organized, forceful. I was easygoing, creative, intense in my own way, but always aiming to please. He didn’t look like he needed or wanted to please anyone. That impressed me, and I tucked the observation away.


I stood and listened to the older editors banter. I soaked it all in. Someday, I hoped I would return to the halls of Outside and editors would swarm around me. Today, I see it. I was caught up in my own striving and desire for fame. Decades later, I’d have to face and try to heal my grandiose ideas about who I was. But at that time, I wanted to be an adventure writer, too. I wanted a life of adventure and maybe fame and fortune. And yet I hadn’t a clue about who I really was.


We knocked off work early, and all the editors went out for beers at a dark bar with striped upholstery and smoky air. We all told stories. Stories were the currency around there.


The story I told everyone that night over my pint of lager, and a story I still tell on occasion, was about the time I hitchhiked with my guitar on my back across Ireland with a woman named Roisin, whom I met at a bus stop. We drank in pubs, where I led rousing sing-a-longs of “Me and Bobby McGee.” Pubgoers chimed in during its memorable refrain about freedom being another word for nothing left to lose. The trip turned into an intense two-day love affair, unrequited but eye opening and life altering with lessons learned about women, adventure, and escapism. The tryst ended when we thumbed a ride with a truck driver. Roisin climbed into the cab, but before I did, the driver pulled away, leaving me standing there on the shoulder of the road, holding my guitar, waving goodbye to this woman whom I’d already convinced myself I loved. That episode taught me to view the world and my life as a big adventure story.


But now I see more humor in this story, and in all adventure stories, which I still love. As Joan Didion wrote, “We tell ourselves stories in order to live.” I humbly offer this addendum to Didion’s famous words: We tell stories to make sense of our lives. And, eventually, all stories about ourselves eventually stop working. We outgrow them. And, sometimes, when an old story we tell about ourselves fails us, when we no longer see ourselves in that story, we can find ourselves lost and in need of a new story. Unless we can scramble to come up with something fast, we can find ourselves adrift and unrecognizable to ourselves. God help us if this happens, because without an effective story as our guide, we are as good as dead. I know. Writing a new story can be the hardest thing to do—and yet sometimes we have no choice. Sometimes, our life depends on it.
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It was October 1993 when I decided what I wanted to do next in my life. On a crisp Saturday morning, Di and I sat at a cafe, reading the New York Times and drinking coffee, when I announced my bold intentions.


“I think I’ll work as an editor until I become a senior editor. Then, I want to do what our writers do. I want to be an adventure writer.”


Di, a gifted editor and writer herself, looked up from her coffee and nodded yes. I felt her faith in me. And her faith in me reinforced something inside me. Faith in myself.


After that fateful morning conversation, I buckled down even harder at work. I knew I had the raw talent to become a successful adventure writer. I just needed a few more years of seasoning that I’d get from working as an editor. I’d already written a few feature stories, and I was developing my own writer’s voice and even a theory about what MY version of an adventure story looked like. I loved kvetching and talking bullshit with complete strangers. People fascinated me, and I had a talent for putting them at ease. I had a vivid imagination, and I could turn anybody with a pulse into an amusing character. I also had an underlying theory that all stories were, at their root, love stories. We are all trying to feel seen, important, and loved—physically, emotionally, and spiritually. And though I wasn’t afraid to throw an elbow at hypocrites or narcissists, I figured out how to tell an adventure story that celebrated the weird, the wonderful, and the very unusual. I was the Everyman, bumbling my way across the wild and making friends while doing it. I’d forget my raincoat and describe the plastic bag that I wore to keep dry. I was silly. I was fun. I was friendly.


Later that night, I fell asleep in bed with Di, thinking about all my past and future adventures. I remembered meeting Jon and our other top writers during a boat ride during the magazine’s fifteenth anniversary party. That weekend, I tried to engage them in shoptalk. I also thought about the other established adventure writers I’d spoken to during my three years thus far working at Outside. I felt a kinship with them. Many of them seemed like paragons of tough, strong men. When I saw their pictures in the magazine, some of them seemed dapper and pulled together. Others appeared wild, unhinged even, with long, stringy hair, matted beard, and wild eyes that seemed to signal that they were deeply alive. That was me, or who I wanted to be, who I believed I already was, underneath my practiced, people-pleasing veneer. I wondered if they had difficult relationships with their fathers, too. I felt like all of us were bros.


Was it okay that I wasn’t as tough and clear minded as them? Could I be successful as an adventure writer using humility, self-deprecation, and a winning smile? I knew I wasn’t the next tough mountain climber. I would have to be the one and only Brad Wetzler.


During the winter of 1993–1994, I wrote the aforementioned pitch and shared it in a staff meeting. Everest had come up often in our editorial meetings. Of course it did. Sending writers to exotic, far-flung places and publishing their stories about their adventures is what we did. So, my story pitch didn’t come forth from a vacuum. Everest was part of our office’s zeitgeist. And yet it always had seemed off-limits, too extravagant, even to us. Extravagant—and also passé at the same time. Sure, it was the world’s tallest mountain, but it wasn’t the most difficult to climb by a long shot. We couldn’t see how sending a writer to climb Everest would add anything new to the world of journalism.


Still, I was on fire for Everest. For the past couple years, I’d been monitoring Everest closely as my self-appointed job as head of Outside’s adventure beat and as the assistant to the editor of the Dispatches section. I had been talking with sources who told me that Everest base camp had become a shit show. I had edited short articles about the growing numbers of climbers who were winding up on the summit on the same day. I am a deeply intuitive person. In my story pitch, I proposed sending a writer to the base camp on the “classic” southern Nepalese side. I mentioned Krakauer and climber and adventure journalist Greg Child. He was already an established Himalayan mountaineer. He seemed to me to be the logical choice for this truly extravagant story. My colleagues seemed enthusiastic about the idea. The timing seemed right, too. And then we editors got busy with other things, including our impending move to Santa Fe.


Me? I never forgot about the Everest base camp idea, and I planned to bug Mark about it as soon as we got settled in our new desert home.
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A DIVINE PLAN


Some things in life happen fast, while other things take time. I now understand that we don’t have as much control as we like to think. The universe unfolds at its pace, and free will—if we have it—works in congruence with the pacing of the universe. I get why people talk about a divine plan. Some things require a person and the cosmos lining up. In the case of the Everest story, the universe turned out to be on its own schedule, and I simply followed along. As Di and I built a new life at the foot of the Sangre de Cristo Mountains, I occasionally found myself thinking about Everest. I needed to get moving on more feature assignments if I ever wanted to become a senior editor.


That spring, I traveled to LA for my first feature writing assignment. Outside didn’t normally cover “hook and bullet” sports unless the scene was perfect. A senior editor named Alex Heard showed me a clip about bass fishermen going after record largemouths in a California reservoir; I made some calls and found a cast of characters. My Ahab was a young guy from Alabama who’d moved with his wife to California to catch the record fish. I had a white whale in the presumed-to-be-down-there big bass. And I had a villain, a hardass ex-cop. I flew to LA and spent four days fishing, and then wrote a story with the bodacious title “Big Bass and the Men Who Love Them.” It was wildly popular. I did have a knack for writing features.


For a youngster on the staff, I had immense faith in my abilities. I’d already reported and written two features, and I’d already earned a bit of a reputation for my own spin on the adventure story. I didn’t climb big peaks or go open-ocean sailing. I didn’t need to. My go-to approach involved barely making any plans and showing up in a strange place surrounded by strange people and seeing what happened. And over several years, I developed serious chops in traveling alone and surviving in sketchy places. After the bass fishing story, I traversed chunks of the Appalachian Trail and exposed the exhausting, hilarious, and seemingly transformative lifestyle of being an AT thru-hiker. Another story, about the three weeks I camped in the woods drinking beer with Czech hobos, would be selected by Paul Theroux as one of the best adventure stories of 2001.


In May 1994 Outside moved its headquarters to Santa Fe, New Mexico. Larry Burke, the magazine’s owner and publisher, had bought a horse ranch outside town, and he was building a beautiful, stylish office building for the magazine in the Santa Fe Railyard. I’d visited Santa Fe once on a short vacation: the high-desert town seemed funky, artsy, and cool. As Di and I settled into living in a round split-level guesthouse on a ranch twenty-five minutes south of town, I was still thinking about the Everest base camp story, even as we were getting used to our new, more active lifestyle at the foot of the Sangre de Christo Mountains. I loved the vast, piñon-spotted landscape and the continuously clear big blue sky. We traded hot dogs and baseball for skis and mountain bikes, and we were happy to never spend another frigid winter in the Windy City.


During the next ten months, Mark and Jon talked occasionally about a possible Everest story, and Mark also began discussing financial details with Larry Burke. Meanwhile, I’d been researching commercial expeditions on both the northern Tibet side and the southern Nepal side, and copying Mark on my research. One windy, gray morning in March 1995, I stepped into Mark’s office and poked him about the story. He usually had his head in a manuscript, and his first glance up betrayed the look of annoyance that all editors flash when pulled out of a story by a younger editor’s questions. But then he smiled. “Let’s do this. Call Jon and see if he’s interested.”


I hustled back to my office.


Here’s how Krakauer tells the story in “Into Thin Air”:


In March 1995 I received a phone call from an editor at Outside magazine proposing that I join a guided Everest expedition scheduled to depart five days hence and write an article about the mushrooming commercialization of the mountain and the attendant controversies. The magazine’s intent was not that I climb the peak; the editors simply wanted me to remain in Base Camp and report the story from the East Rongbuk Glacier, at the foot of the Tibetan side of the mountain.


We talked for just a few minutes.


“You can write the story and never set foot in the Death Zone. What do you think?”


Krakauer seemed warm to the idea, and, before we ended the call, he said he’d consider the assignment, which excited me.


I was twenty-nine and, because of the hiking and sports I did, was more fit than I’d been during those frigid Chicago winters, but I was never a hardcore athlete. A dilettante, I was interested in other things besides sports and fitness: music, literature, yoga, even hanging out talking to artists and scientists in Santa Fe’s many cafes.


I drove home, listening to Nirvana’s Nevermind, to the small faux-adobe home that my now-wife Di and I bought for $140,000. I was elated.


I was bowled over by Cuba and Cosmo, our two rambunctious rescue puppies. Di and I hugged and headed across the road for a celebratory hike in the foothills. Dogs chasing rabbits, I filled Di in on the latest. A talented book editor working now at a small publishing company located across the Railyard within sight of my office, Di was thrilled by my news and told me about her new project editing a book by travel maven Rick Steves. We planned a weekend trip to White Sands and Carlsbad Caverns. We were young, happy, and in love. We were building a life together, and it was good. Life was great.


Krakauer did consider the story idea, and he even went so far as to book a flight and get the required immunizations.


I’m not sure how much time passed, but one afternoon Mark came into my office and told me that Krakauer had decided against the base camp story but was now considering going to Everest the following spring—and he wanted to climb to the top from the southern Nepalese base camp. This route was the more classic route that Sir Edmund Hillary had climbed in 1953.


Now I was thrilled. This wasn’t the story I’d pitched back in 1994. It was a far more adventurous story. As exciting as the prospect of having an Outside writer on Everest seemed, I could tell that Mark was uncomfortable with the increased level of danger of the story. He feared losing his friend. And he reminded us of this. Winter set in, and the pinñon-specked foothills glistened white under the bluebird sky. Di and I took our cross-country skis out of the closet and, our dogs in tow, glided around the mountain trails.


Mark gave me the assignment of calling various commercial guiding companies and trying to land him on one of them. In January 1996, in congruence with Mark, I got Krakauer confirmed with a Seattle-based outfit called Mountain Madness, led by the experienced mountaineer Scott Fischer, in exchange for a combination of cash and advertising space in Outside. And then, in late February, Rob Hall, of New Zealand–based Adventure Consultants, called me with a better offer. Mark called Jon and told him. The countdown to the spring 1996 Everest season began. I called Krakauer to wish him luck and asked him to stay safe.
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