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To all those with the courage to embrace change.






PROLOGUE


Mountain climbing is extended periods of intense boredom interrupted by occasional moments of sheer terror.

—ANONYMOUS



I scrambled over a rocky moraine onto the Godwin-Austen Glacier high in the Himalayas. K2 towered over me, marbled white and black against blue sky, an almost perfect triangle, like a mountain drawn by a child. I tried to focus on my feet, but the summit teased the corner of my eye and made me feel a bit off-kilter. It dodged in and out, playing hide-and-seek with the midsummer cirrus clouds and crystalline snow plumes that rode a relentless wind. I don’t recall the exact song I heard in my earbuds. It may have been the Rolling Stones singing about the difference between getting what you want and getting what you need, or maybe the Sex Pistols singing about the difference between what you want and what you get. Every expedition has its own soundtrack, and either one of those would be appropriate for my second attempt on K2.

Straddling the border between Pakistan and China, K2 is the highest point in the Karakoram Range, the second-highest mountain on the planet, at 28,251 feet and around 11,850 feet from Base Camp to summit. Its brutal cold, constant avalanches and falling rock, tricky technical climbs, and predictably dire weather conditions are legendary. It’s a grueling test of physical endurance and mental will. Nothing keeps you there but sheer determination, because going there puts you and everyone who loves you in an excruciatingly uncomfortable position, as my husband, Jonathan, can confirm without complaining.

In 2013, three years before my second attempt on K2, a father and son were swept away by an avalanche near Camp 3, around 24,275 feet. On a bluebird day, I could just about see where they would have been. I had made a promise to the surviving wife and mother and her daughter, Sequoia Schmidt, that I would keep an eye out for any signs of either of them, so ever since we’d arrived at Base Camp and begun seeing the evidence of what various avalanches had been pulling down the mountains, I’d been investigating shredded summit suits, pieces of torn clothing, and yes, even the odd fragments of human remains. When I heard through the grapevine that another team had spotted two different boots side by side sticking out of an ebbing glacier, I felt a surge of hope and went out for a closer look.

The topography here is the legacy of a colossal slow-motion fender bender that’s been going on for more than fifty million years. The Indian Plate smashed into and under the Eurasian Plate, forcing peaks five miles into the air to create the Himalayas, which include the Karakoram Mountains. As you observe when someone gets rear-ended in traffic, the wreckage juts up, folding into itself like an accordion. Fossils that formed in the primordial depths are now embedded in rock thousands of meters above sea level. Avalanches deposit snow into underground streams that gradually cut into the mountain, leaving deep crevasses and brittle ledges.

Mountains are never static, but the elderly ones that date back billions of years tend to be worn down and docile. In geological terms, the Himalayas are petulant adolescents. They talk back and misbehave, casting off rubble and debris without warning. Between the sharp peaks, frozen rivers and mountain waterfalls are constantly on the move, shifting three to six feet in a single day. A climber can easily slip into a deep crevasse and disappear into the icy abyss. They can get crushed by a tumbling serac or make some fatal mistake. They can succumb to sickness, edema, exhaustion, or hypoxia. They can fall, freeze, or simply fail to wake up.

At this writing, only 377 people have summited K2, and 84 climbers have died there, making it the second-deadliest mountain in the world, after Annapurna. For every twenty summits of Everest, there’s only one summit of K2, and for every four summits of K2, one person dies, and the unpleasant reality is, very few dead bodies come off the mountain intact. Disembodied limbs, ghost gear, and frozen corpses appear and disappear in the shifting ice. The force of an avalanche tumbles the body like a stone in the ocean—bones breaking, joints separating, tendons snapping, cartilage crumbling. The body tends to come apart at its weakest junctures, starting with the neck. The pieces are likely to be found by birds before another human being comes along to shift a disembodied head into a crevasse or shuffle scree over a torso. At high altitude, expending energy to pile rocks on a corpse or attempt to retrieve it would endanger the life of the well-intentioned climber, so my goal was not to recover the father and son, only to identify them with DNA samples.

The Sherpa are spooked by death. Many of them won’t visit the memorial cairn near K2 Base Camp. Some fear that even taking a picture of a dead body might interrupt the soul’s journey. There was certainly no point in asking them to handle a dead man’s ankle, so I’d invited my Ecuadorian teammate Benigno to hike up the glacier with me. He was still below the moraine when I saw a stretch of crystal blue ice and snow the color of whipped cream up ahead. The pale backdrop made it easy to spot the bold blue and neon orange boots. Different colors, same European brand. Maybe two climbers who’d shopped together for gear. Using my Garmin inReach, a satellite device that tracks movement and allows texting, I messaged Sequoia: “Were they wearing Koflach boots?”

While I waited for an answer, I made my way up the glacier to look for other signs of clothing, equipment, or remains. Climbing gear is as colorful as a circus act, specifically because we want to be easy to see against ice and rock. When I first started climbing, I hated this. I wanted to look like a ninja warrior, not a matching set of ketchup and mustard bottles on a grill, but La Sportiva Olympus Mons Evo boots were always going to be yellow. So it’s like Henry Ford’s Model T: you go with what gets you there. I hiked upward for a while, scanning the shadowed snowbanks. Nothing. It was overcast now, and I was pushing against a persistent wind that pushed back hard enough to engage a core of resistance between my ribs and breastbone. I went back to the boots.

I peered into the blue boot first and found that it contained a foot, an ankle, and a broken tibia with a good amount of flesh still on the bone. The quality of the tissue reminded me of the pickled pig’s feet my mother used to love—whitish flesh marbled with jellied fat. I shuddered at the sight of her eating them when I was a kid. After this, I wasn’t sure I’d be able to look at them at the neighborhood deli. On the positive, there was plenty of opportunity to obtain DNA. I’m no expert, but I understand the fundamentals and thought I could be fairly stoic about the sample collection, because I’ve been stoic about things like that since I was a kid.

I remember going to my first funeral when I was eight. My mother took me and my little brother, Ben, up to the casket to pay our respects. Ben was too small to see over the edge, but I stood on tiptoes and asked, “Can I touch it?” Mom nodded, so I reached in and stroked the tweedy sleeve of a starched bark-gray suit. I didn’t know this person. He was an empty rack of clothes. His soul had gone to Heaven, everyone said, and I believed that with the unquestioning faith of a child. I still do. But when I pulled my sample collection kit from my pocket—surgical gloves, scissors, mask, sample container, and Swiss army knife—my hands were shaking. This was not some frog to be dissected in biology class. This was someone’s brother, which made me think of my own little brother, and I felt my stoicism shrivel.

“Hey, Benigno,” I called, and he clambered onto the icy rise and stood next to me, puffing white clouds of breath.

“I may be a bit out of my depth here,” I said, offering him a mask and gloves. “I don’t suppose you’d give me a hand? Or a foot, as it were.”

He shrugged, grinning. Climbers are used to dark humor. I held the boot, instructed him what bits of flesh to saw away, and opened the container to receive the sample.

“Right. Perfect. Now can you snap off that bone fragment? Good. Same thing on this other one. I’ll get another container.”

We repeated the whole process with the other boot. When it was done, I removed my mask and gloves, labeled the containers, and bagged them with the knife.

“Hey, don’t throw away the knife,” said Benigno. “Give it to me. I’ll clean and keep it.”

Fair enough. I let him reach in the bag and take it. There was a deep crevasse a few yards away, so we gathered the rest of the remains and carefully placed them into the dark recess, marking the GPS coordinates.

“Let me say a prayer,” I said.

Benigno stood respectfully, head bowed, hands behind his back.

“Our Father, who art in Heaven, hallowed be thy name. Thy kingdom come, thy will be done as Earth is in—on Earth in—in Heaven.” My voice cracked. I’d recited the Lord’s Prayer every day for forty years of living memory. Now I blinked my watery eyes, disturbed to find the familiar words out of reach while a host of unfamiliar emotions rushed in. “Lead us not into temptation. Deliver us from evil. Amen.”

Farman, our cook and Base Camp manager, said he would keep the samples on ice. I sent another message to Sequoia, and this time the answer came back quickly. Neither her father nor her brother had been wearing that brand of boots.

Fuck. I was hoping it would be them. I had nothing else to offer this mother and daughter, who would linger on in pain, not knowing. Their unresolved grief sat in bitter counterpoint to the unidentified DNA samples in the icebox, meaningless if you can’t connect them to a family member. I understood all too well. My mother died aching that same ache. My father could never talk about it, even before Parkinson’s took away his ability to talk at all.

The scene stayed with me, threading nightmare themes into my restless high-altitude sleep over the following days, which played out like a bad dream anyway. An avalanche much like the one that took the father and son swept the contents of Camp 3 down the mountain, sparing lives but taking all our carefully cached equipment, tents, supplies, and oxygen. My second attempt to summit K2 ended in a witch’s brew of shit weather and bad luck. I didn’t know if it would be physically, financially, or emotionally possible for me to try a third time. At the moment, I felt like I’d been dragged under a door.

The more I climb, the more I see how climbing history repeats itself. The dynamics of the business world, my previous life, for better or worse, mirror the dynamics of mountain climbing: the way we learn; how we interact; what happens in times of ascendance and collapse; the cultures of teamwork, alliance, and lone-wolf-ism. I truly thought I could MBA my way out of any problem that stood between me and the summit. The mountains corrected me.

Nonetheless, I received a hero’s welcome from my friends, which is why I look forward to the celebration that follows every expedition. My husband of twenty years and counting means the world to me, and ever since I was a kid—from the time my own family fell apart—I’ve taken refuge in creating an ad hoc family wherever I go. My friends are the first sounding board for all my hopes, fears, and dreams. When I come home triumphant, they keep me grounded. When I come home defeated, they make me optimistic again. Jonathan takes a dim view of optimism until it’s been supported by numbers.

When I met my husband, I was on top of the world, and I don’t mean Everest. I was living in London with a fresh MBA and a thriving financial-sector career. Jonathan, a corporate accountant who survived the icy abyss of English public school from age seven, found all of the above compellingly sexy. He adored my “spirit of adventure,” which entailed risky activities like twirling in sandals, jumping onto ski lifts—carpe T-bar!—and doing whatever it took to get back to the safari on time. I believe the technical term is fun: a three-letter word rendered foreign to little boys in draconian English public schools. What Jonathan didn’t know then—what he’s only come to know as I’ve come to know myself—is that some terrible things had happened in my life, and these things hadn’t ceased to bother me. I was just very good at never talking about them.

I’m less good at that now. Every summit has changed me. My stiff upper lip has softened a bit. That said, I refuse to dish up the idea that climbing resulted in Jungian self-actualization or any such haggis as that. I subscribe to George Mallory’s classic reason for wanting to climb Mount Everest: “Because it’s there,” he told a reporter in 1923. “Its very existence is a challenge.” That much I agree with. But then Mallory went on to say, “The answer is instinctive, a part, I suppose, of man’s desire to conquer the universe.”

A man’s desire, maybe. Not mine. I never wanted to conquer K2 or Everest or any other mountain. I see myself climbing into the lap of a mother mountain. Never would I consider myself stronger, grander, wiser, or more noble than she.

The first two men to summit K2 were Lino Lacedelli and Achille Compagnoni, part of a historic 1954 Italian expedition. The first two American men to climb K2 were Jim Wickwire and Louis Reichardt in 1978. The first woman to summit K2 was Polish climber Wanda Rutkiewicz in 1986, a year that saw thirteen climbers, including Rutkiewicz’s climbing partners, lose their lives. In 2017, thirty-one years after Wanda, the first American woman to summit K2 was me. Because I have dual citizenship, I was also the first British woman to summit K2 and survive the descent. It was my third attempt. I was fifty-two years old and had been climbing seriously for less than eight years.

I’m as surprised as anyone to find that my business experience actually did prepare me for a life of adventure and exploration—and yes, there is a difference. Adventure is something you do for yourself; exploration is something you do for posterity and to give back. You don’t always have to have fun to have fun. If fun happens along the way, that’s great. I love the planning, research, and camaraderie of expeditions. I’m overwhelmed by the stunning vistas and the generosity of the local people in different countries. What a privilege it is to be embraced by the people of Pakistan and Nepal! But the actual climbing of a mountain is often a miserable experience while it’s happening. Mentally, it’s a grueling test of how many times you can sing “Ninety-Nine Bottles of Beer on the Wall.” Physically, it’s high mileage at best, and at worst, it’s shattering. Frostbitten fingers and toes blister and blacken and sometimes get lopped off. Living outdoors for weeks or even months, there’s no reprieve from the raw elements. Getting within shouting distance of the world’s highest peaks requires travel through third world countries, where the drinking water is more dangerous than the jet stream winds, not to mention thugs whose cottage industry is holding climbers for ransom.

“I can’t wait to never be here again,” another climber once sighed, and this crookedly optimistic declaration comes back to me whenever I see cows eating cardboard on the banks of a sewage ditch or children working as field hands. I think of those words every time I enter a vermin-infested lodge with dirt floors or gag at the smell of a sludge-covered latrine. If I peel off a moist sock and find ground meat where the ball of my foot used to be, I remind myself that hope is backhanded; in order to experience it, you must be down on your luck. So it is in business and in life.

But sorting through some old family photos not long ago, I noticed something I’d never seen before. Almost every picture had mountains of some sort in the background. Here’s a shot of me as a baby on a picnic blanket in some forgotten meadow. My handsome father leans in, resting on his elbow, the steep rake of a park bluff behind him. Here’s me and my little brother, Ben, stuffed side by side into a kiddie ride, him grinning, me looking like I’m about to murder someone. Through the rickety rails, you can see the pyramid of a distant peak. Grand Canyon, Yosemite, Yellowstone—all the usual American family vacation goals plus a host of snowcapped hills and headlands I don’t recognize. I see them now, great stoic sentinels, hulking in the shadows of a troubled time, lending their formidable mass to a world about to shatter. Long after my family disappeared, the mountains came back to claim me.

This is the story of how I climbed to the top of the world’s highest peaks and navigated some dark valleys that are not easy for me to talk about. It’s a story about resilience, the love child born to obstacles and avalanches, and about how the adventure of life evolves into exploration. Also, it’s about how to pee while mountaineering, because for some reason, people always ask me about that. In order to tell the story in the most effective way possible, some characters and events have been composited, and conversations have been re-created to capture the spirit of the exchange to the best of my recollection. For a variety of reasons, many of the names have been changed. Events not relevant to the story at hand have been omitted. This memoir does not begin to cover the full scope of my life or career. I hope the people in my professional life and personal life will understand that their presence in this book does not directly measure their place in my heart. There are several versions of this story, and all of them are true in their own way, true as any memory shared with a friend in the shifting lamplight of perspective.

When it comes up in conversation with my friends, Stephanie is certain she’s the one who said I should climb Mount Everest. Pippa says it started with a dare/double dare sort of email. Maya blames tequila, and I agree with her insofar as this is a story of unruly spirits. The foggy details no longer matter. I tend to fast-forward rather than rewind. Nostalgia is a waste of oxygen, and regret has a nasty tendency to avalanche. What matters is the mountain that stands before you.
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I love when life points you in directions that you resist.

—MARTIN NWEEIA, MARINE BIOLOGIST



Hong Kong and I understood each other: both British by special dispensation rather than birth, two proud type A strivers who found ourselves in limbo. When Great Britain’s ninety-nine-year lease expired in 1997, the Hong Kong colony was given to China. Margaret Thatcher negotiated a fifty-year grace period during which the residents of Hong Kong were allowed to cling to their British tearooms and free elections, but there was a palpable nervousness in the air. No one was quite sure what the future would look like. Likewise, in 2009, when a global economic meltdown rocked every corner of the financial world, everything I thought I knew about my future shifted. Through no fault or decision of our own, Hong Kong and I were ejected from a life of happy prosperity into a limbo of indecision, and Hong Kong handled it better than I did.

When I first moved to London in 1999, a woman with an MBA was like a unicorn walking in the door. I applied myself 140 percent, first as one of the youngest executive directors at Morgan Stanley, helping to build its European Consumer Division, then as finance director at Barclays, and finally as the commercial director of European Card Services at Bank of America. I earned awards and had more than two hundred people reporting to me. I sat on company boards and attended far too many management committees.

During the first decade of our marriage, Jonathan and I were equally committed to equally demanding careers, doing what we loved with unlimited upside. Most of the time I was in London, and the last couple of years he was in Tokyo. I would never ask him to forgo a career opportunity that took him to Asia, and he would never ask me to leave a job I loved in London, a quid pro quo key ingredient in the unique romantic glue that held us together. We were classic “chalk and cheese,” living at times on separate continents, meeting up as often as possible at interesting places in between, comfortable enough with each other and ourselves that we never needed a joined-at-the-hip proximity that would force one of us to compromise. I never felt our long-distance relationship was a hassle or a drawback. It kept us from taking each other for granted and spurred us to visit a thousand off-the-beaten-path places in Southeast Asia we might have never seen otherwise. I saw my career as a hard-won chunk of territory that I’d gained a level of expertise in and could claim as my own as long as I worked hard enough to keep it.

It was devastating to learn that, in the best of circumstances, “job stability” is a fairy tale, a comforting bedtime story grown-ups tell themselves. As the London economy started to collapse, banks stopped lending and businesses went bankrupt. The UK followed the US into the worst recession since 1929, and expensive suits scurried for cover. The atmosphere in my posh office building in London thinned noticeably as the money drained out of it. Every time I called the number on someone’s business card and found it disconnected, it felt like watching a colleague fall down an elevator shaft.

I’d been living in London long enough to become a dual citizen with both British and American passports, so not only was I between jobs, I was now between homelands. Because Jonathan was in Asia, his business was booming while mine was evaporating, so it made sense for the first time that we might find one place that suited us both. We had many long late-night discussions about logistics and possibilities, comparative tax rates, and all the ineffable factors that make a place feel like home. When we filtered all that through a map of the most appealing job opportunities, the choice came down to Hong Kong or Sydney.

“Hong Kong,” I said. “No contest.”

Really, think about it. Australia is home to 60 percent of the most dangerous creatures on land or sea, including spiders, snakes, and the duck-billed platypus. Hong Kong, on the other hand, is a six-star, high-tech, first world metroplex filled with shoe stores and opportunities. I loved the way the city moved me—literally. Hong Kong has the world’s largest system of outdoor escalators and slidewalks so everyone can go about their business as quickly as possible. The Chinese place tremendous stock in efficiency, hard work, and the acquisition of wealth. I’m down with all of that. Hong Kong had everything I valued in a workplace. Everything except a job. The full impact of this didn’t sink in until we’d been there for a while.

There was no pressure for me to get a job right away. I’d saved judiciously for this rainy day, and Jonathan’s income kept us afloat, but it went against the very grain of me to be in a place I had no reason for being. Purpose, for me, was more than a point of honor; it was a source of self-worth. Not since I was fifteen had I spent a whole day not working. My entire adult life, I went wherever I needed to go for work. This was the first time I moved somewhere to not work, and the moving sidewalks of Hong Kong whisked me along, making sure I went nowhere as efficiently as possible.

There’s a moment in American Psycho when a small group of executives compare business cards, sizing each other up by thickness of paper and quality of typeface, until one of them silences the rest by whipping out Paul Allen’s card: a holy relic in tasteful off-white with Copperplate Gothic print. I no longer had a place in that sort of happy hour networking conversation, no embossed business card to proffer over lunch. If I’d offered my card, the receiver would have found the phone disconnected. Turns out, I was the one falling down the elevator shaft. When I stood at the Kee Club bar with the type of executives who used to be my peers, they did worse than judge me; they looked past me like I’d turned to cellophane. I ended up deep in conversation with the only other woman in the room: the bar manager, Stephanie, who introduced me to her fabulous expat friends, Pippa and Maya. The four of us quickly formed a tight little tribe. Despite coming from completely different backgrounds, we had the right chemistry for enlightened conversation, a good mix of wit and sympathy with sarcasm dished as needed.

Hong Kong was an easy segue from London. Almost everyone spoke English, and teatime was sacred. Red phone booths and double-decker buses were identical to the ones on the streets of Kensington. Chinese art and architecture wove seamlessly through the cityscape, but it was jarring to hear the Chinese national anthem at the start of the evening news, which was broadcast on state-run TV in Mandarin, not the Cantonese spoken by native Hong Kongers and certainly not English. It was clearly promoting Chinese nationalism, produced by the government-appointed Committee on the Promotion of Civic Education. On a corner across the street from a 7-Eleven in Kowloon, there used to be an open-air newsstand called Wong Fook Hing Book Store. People would joke that if you couldn’t find what you were looking for, you must be in the Wong Fook Hing Book Store. I was starting to feel that on a cosmic level: Wong Fook Hing place, Wong Fook Hing time. There was plenty of activity in Hong Kong, but I longed for a purpose I could sink my teeth into.

I insisted on having an office in our apartment. Who would I be without an office? I didn’t know and didn’t want to find out. Before I knew how to drive, I understood how a person’s work defines her, how it empowers her to carve out her place in the world. My first jobs were typical entry-level gigs for an American teenager: babysitting, flipping burgers, delivering newspapers, and waiting tables. I had no choice about working or not working back then. When I was in high school, I was an emancipated minor living on my own in the house that had been my family’s: a two-story Colonial-style home in the suburbs of Detroit. My unsupervised crib was a natural hub for anyone who needed to escape their parents. A lot of people were constantly coming and going, but I had my tight little tribe—my friend Aspen, plus a few other people I could depend on to help me cook, clean, maintain the sprawling yard, and throw the drunks out when necessary.

After a full day of school and a full shift of work, we’d do our homework and post up on the sofa in front of the television like puppies in a crate. Looking back from the perspective of a jaded adult, I find it remarkable that, in the absence of adult supervision, we effectively created this nucleus of stability. We needed family, so we formed one and made it functional, each of us playing a necessary role, and my role was the Rock. I wanted to be like Dustin Hoffman in Marathon Man, able to stoically withstand pain and fear. “I am the rock!” became my mantra when I was exhausted, pushing through until closing time. I am the rock. I am the rock.

Via one of those work/school cross-pollination programs, I got a job in a busy real estate office. My boss was a fabulous accountant and super-cool mom whose son was in the Romantics, a Detroit new wave band who’d made it onto Billboard’s Hot 100 with their hit single “What I Like About You.” Like that song, Romantic Mom was relentlessly straightforward, on beat, and going places. She fit right in with the leather-skirt crowd whenever the Romantics played in downtown Detroit, and sometimes, when I had performed above and beyond the call, she would take me with her.

This was 1983, a tipping point when electric typewriters were still standard office equipment, but computers were about to become a part of our lives. Romantic Mom’s office was on the leading edge of all that, because the many-tentacled beast that is the multiple listing service (MLS) was such a natural point of entry for computers. Real estate is an elegantly binary business model—you need a house, I have a house, let’s do business—and Realtors were the perfect early adopters, a highly motivated genus unto themselves, people who rock out of bed every morning ready to hit the pavement. Working in Romantic Mom’s office, I was caught up in that resonant energy and learned a lot about the real estate business.

Long story short, that job and I transformed each other. The difference between a real estate office with a typewriter and a real estate office with a computer—that’s the difference between me when I started that job and me when I went off to college. When I turned eighteen and my father sold our family home in Michigan, I was savvy enough to enter the property ladder, buying a place of my own in New York City, and I was all about that property ladder. I felt empowered by it. Like any kid from a dysfunctional home, I craved stability, but being born in the sign of Sagittarius, I also longed to shoot my arrow into the distance and explore new horizons. Real estate—investing in general, if you do it right—can be a delicious mix of the two.

In Hong Kong, the floor-to-ceiling windows next to my painfully clean desk offered a panoramic view of the city. I watched traffic pile up during morning rush hour, waiting for some kind of sign, my legs twitching to take me somewhere, my fingers tapping away, needing a list to cross things off. Paper napkin, spreadsheet, stone tablet—if I can list a thing, I can burn it down. I learned my first lists in Catechism: seven deadly sins, fourteen stations of the cross, Ten Commandments. I learned early and hard that the list is the high road to accountability. Later on, as a protégé of Jack Welch’s leadership training at GE, I was exposed to his high-level brand of list making as a way of setting goals and clarifying strategy. I remember studying his penmanship on paper like it was the Dead Sea Scrolls.

My list—The List—evolved over a period of months; I didn’t just scribble it down off the top of my head. I really thought about it, tasking myself with tough questions about intention and logistics. I inventoried my inner and outer assets. The easily defined resources included my savings, education, and a long-unused aesthetician’s license. The slipperier, more esoteric gifts included things like tenacity, an eagerness to learn, intense concentration, and the patience of an egalitarian spouse. That was the easy part: clarifying what I had, the bird in hand. Then I started thinking about what I needed.

When the weather was mild, I walked around and thought about it. When rain or Hong Kong’s typhoon signals kept me inside, I ran on a treadmill and thought about it. I thought about it while I watched Jonathan build a model clipper ship on the kitchen counter, turning the mast between his fingers, fitting the meticulous bits together. I kept my thoughts to myself until I was certain about five specific items that would define the parameters of my new purpose. I wrote them down, got them locked and loaded, but it took a few shots of tequila at the Kee Club before I felt ready to share The List with my girlfriends.

“The number one thing is a goal,” I said. “A clearly defined end game.”

“Go for that goal, darling.” Stephanie raised a glass to it. “Be a goal digger.”

“Two, it has to be quantifiable, something I can measure and say, ‘Yes! I did it. One hundred percent.’ ”

“Or, you know, ninety-two percent,” said Pippa. “You get points for trying.”

“One. Hundred. Percent,” I clapped back. “Fuck that wobbly ‘everybody’s special’ bullshit.”

We drank to being special.

“Three: I see a two- to three-year timeline. Start now. Get ’er done. The financial sector will be back on track by 2012. I’ll pick up my career and forget this happened.” (Good thing my new purpose had nothing to do with economic forecasting, because I was spectacularly wrong about this.)

“Four,” I said. “It has to be challenging. Audacious, even.”

“To audacity!” Maya poured another round.

“Five. Last but not least. It has to be totally unrelated to financial services. Cough. Obvious reasons. No circular references.”

“Darling, you’ve inspired me with this list-making activity,” said Pippa. “You really have. We should all have a grand purpose burning within us like a peptic ulcer.”

“To the purpose-driven life!” Stephanie poured the shots.

“So what does it all add up to?” Maya asked. “What’s your new purpose?”

“It’s a work in progress,” I said, “but I was thinking I should cure malaria.”

“Oh.” She averted her eyes. “Not to be negative, but…”

“That’s admirable, V,” said Pippa, “but seriously, within two to three years? I’d leave that to the Gates Foundation. Why not create some lotion or potion? You’re good at that.”

“That’s missing a defined end point. A project like that just lingers like the smell of durian fruit. Although—think of all those antioxidants.”

“Get a black belt,” said Maya. “You’d look fabulous in full judogi.”

“Audacity factor.”

“Rob a bank?”

“I said unrelated to the financial sector.”

“Climb Mount Everest,” said Stephanie.

At least, I think it was Stephanie. Or did Stephanie say that she was going to climb Mount Everest? The whole thing goes fuzzy after the third or fourth shot of tequila, but the suggestion never struck me as ridiculous. I was a climber. I had climbed out of a completely collapsed home life and created my own nicely functional take on a family unit with a revolving cast of satellite friends from the age of fifteen. I had climbed the stepladder of community college to a four-year degree and scrambled over a lot of logistical roadblocks to an internal MBA at GE and an external MBA at the NYU Stern School of Business. I had climbed the corporate ladder in an AAA-rated business that rang the century bell on Wall Street in an era that was notoriously cutthroat. And I had climbed Mount Kilimanjaro.

That expedition back in 2005 started much the same way this endeavor did: hyperbole. I always came up with over-the-top holiday plans while everyone else talked about going home to their Rockwellian family gathering. The difference between Kilimanjaro and Everest—one of many things I love about Kili—is that you can share Kilimanjaro with people who aren’t necessarily hard-core climbers. Mount Kilimanjaro is a dormant volcano in Tanzania, the highest mountain on the African continent, with the summit at 19,340 feet. That’s no walk in the park, but it’s a pleasant two-week expedition you can do in regular hiking boots. Kili’s been summited by a six-year-old American boy, an eighty-eight-year-old retired orthodontist, and hundreds of thousands of people in between. I was in good shape for a banker but not an athlete by nature or conditioning. I had turned forty only a few months earlier, so I was just starting to dip a toe into the Power Decades, that middle period of a woman’s life where she realizes she is the world’s foremost authority on herself. Jonathan had no interest in this grand adventure, so I recruited one of the few people I knew I could count on to be up for almost anything.

“Kilimanjaro?” Aspen said. “Hell yes!” This is why I keep Aspen on speed dial, even though we sometimes go years between phone calls.

We flew from Heathrow to Kenya on December 9, 2005, spent the night in Nairobi, and then took a puddle jumper to Tanzania. Rolling grasslands stretched out wide and dry between the villages and the snowcapped mountains on the horizon. The first day, we hiked for six hours up well-established trails through thick woods and lush vegetation. Sometimes there were steps cut into the hillside, reinforced with railroad ties. The second day, we climbed over boulders and rocky paths dotted with scrub and small gnarled trees draped with moss that reminded me of a haunted house. As the sun was going down, we reached Shira Camp at 12,300 feet, and we could see the summit in the distance, still four days away, protruding above the clouds like an island in the sky. On the third day, we swapped our shorts and T-shirts for sweats and hoodies and wool caps with earflaps. We labored up and over a sharp ridge called Shark’s Tooth.

I was full of vim and vigor all this time, leaving the group to jog up a hill or nip off on a side trip, taking pictures, feeling a bit impatient with the plodding guides who kept telling me, “Pole, pole,” which is Swahili for “slowly, slowly.”

“I’m fine,” I kept telling them. “I’m good!”

“Pole, pole, miss. You have to acclimatize.”

Aspen wisely followed their advice, but I continued dashing here and there until I hit the wall. There’s no way to truly understand what acclimatization is until you feel your entire body turning to wet cement. I couldn’t run anymore. I could hardly keep up or catch my breath. The cheeky guide laughed and said, “That, my friend, is acclimatization.”

People say “thin air,” but the air at sea level is exactly the same as the air on top of Everest: 21 percent oxygen, 78 percent nitrogen, and a buffet of trace gases like argon, carbon dioxide, and random what’s that smell? molecules. What changes with altitude is atmospheric pressure. As that pressure drops, oxygen molecules move farther apart. At sea level, you always have a dense selection of oxygen bubbles available in the immediate neighborhood of your face. Above the clouds, not so much. This is why oxygen masks drop down if an airplane loses pressure, and it’s why climbers move slowly at altitude.

I still had a lot to learn, but Kili gave me my first taste of acclimatization, so if nothing else, I understood the mantra “Climb high, sleep low.” Two steps forward, one step back. Up to a wall of hanging rocks, down to camp at 13,000 feet. Up to the edge of a crater, down to camp at 15,000 feet. Little by little, you coax your body to produce more oxygen-rich red blood cells.

We started at 11 PM walking up an endless series of switchbacks, beneath the full moon with thick cloud cover below. It was cold, and we wrapped ourselves in winter coats, guided by headlamps that lent an eerie glow to the ground around us. We reached Stella Point first, taking a short break, and proceeded forty-five minutes onward to Uhuru Peak, where we saw the glaciers for the first time. The rising sun revealed the bald summit and rocky ash pits and lit up our exhausted, elated faces.

I asked Aspen recently, “What do you remember most about Kili?”

“I recall you complaining about rationing toilet paper and running out and having to borrow my roll,” said Aspen. “That last night climb, I flipped out when the heating pad in my glove went cold, and I thought I was going to get frostbite. The whole caravan had to stop so I could put a new warmer in my glove. I got a radiation burn on my forehead when we finally got to the top. They warned me not to take my hat off. I took it off. My forehead was purple for two days. We smelled like rot from sweating and farting all the time.”

Ah, yes. No one tells you that passing gas is your body’s way of letting you know that you’re acclimatizing. You and everyone else. Climbing a mountain is something you should attempt with someone you know extremely well or not at all, because of all the strange ways your body reacts to high altitude. I also remember Aspen trudging along with toilet paper puffing out of both nostrils, persevering despite a series of horrific nosebleeds. Clearly, the takeaway here is: bring plenty of toilet paper. Climbers call it “mountain money.”

I blessed and cursed the big camera that hung heavily around my neck, bouncing against my breastbone all the way up and back. I took hundreds of breathtaking photographs, but few of them are from the descent. While I was conducting research, preparing for my first attempt on Everest, I watched hundreds of hours of video—people ascending, summiting, celebrating—but there’s rarely anything about the descent. It’s as if a person climbs for days or weeks and then some magic funicular ferries them safely down. The truth is, once you’ve summited, you are faced with the reality that the summit is not the goal; it’s only half the way to the real goal, which is getting home alive. The summit is only halfway. Now you must reverse engineer the entire trek with gravity hammering your kneecaps and only a fraction of the adrenaline that drove you on your way up.

It’s the same way in business. A spectacular crash and burn makes for a great story if it’s the setup for a spectacular comeback, but there’s little written about the type of reversal most people will experience in the long game of any career. The glacial decay of the typewriter industry doesn’t make for a very energizing motivational seminar. They don’t tell you how losing a career feels like losing a family and losing the World Series and losing your lunch all at the same time and that you have no way of knowing if you’ll ever get back on your feet again.

I hadn’t quite wrapped my head around it then, but that first year in Hong Kong was my descent from a twenty-year career high. That “two- to three-year timeline” stipulation was laughable. I can’t imagine now why I ever thought it was possible for everything to go back to “normal” or why I would have ever wanted that. Clearly, I hadn’t accepted the reality that the life I’d built for myself—the life I was proud of, the life I loved—was over. I never gave myself credit for the grieving such a thing demands. In the context of mountaineering, the descent is when the most deaths occur—and probably the most life as well. The most fear. The most loneliness. The most come-to-Jesus moments. But you don’t let yourself go there. You keep putting one foot in front of the other.

Aspen and I hiked most of the way down Kili without speaking, focused on breathing and freshly humbled by the mountain.

“Mostly,” Aspen says now, “I remember the utter silence and the views that went on forever. The rocks sounded like glass breaking when you walked across them.”

The morning after the tequila shots with my girlfriends, I woke up before dawn, only slightly hungover, and lay there listening to Jonathan snore like a sea lion.

The Brits have a perfect expression: “The penny dropped.” It refers to that moment when an idea slips into your head like a coin into a slot, and it fits so precisely, it sets everything in motion. A pay phone call connects. A player piano scrolls. A pinball begins its wild ricochet. I was suddenly crystal clear about my new purpose. Climbing Everest checked every box on The List:


	Clearly defined goal. (Climbing Everest.)

	Measurable success. (8,848 meters as a Brit, 29,035 feet American.)

	Two- to three-year timeline. (Doable with determined optimism.)

	Audacious/challenging. (Take your pick.)

	Nothing to do with finance. (Voilà. Flag planted.)



I knew some people would see this new direction as random, but not the people who mattered to me.

“Spousey?” I said. “I’m going to climb Mount Everest.”

Jonathan blinked sleep from his eyes and said, “How much will it cost?”
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They may well ask why climb the highest mountain?… We choose to go to the moon in this decade, and do the other things, not because they are easy, but because they are hard.

—JOHN F. KENNEDY, RICE UNIVERSITY, 1962



Like any big endeavor, climbing Mount Everest takes a combination of opportunity and preparedness. Some ingredients are in the “got it or don’t” category—focus, desire, a fire in the belly—but acts of God aside, the rest is within your control. A skill can be taught and therefore learned. Physical conditioning can be marshaled with commitment and hard work. Wherever you are right now, that’s your starting point for whatever comes next, and the beginning of anything is information. My painfully clean desk quickly became cluttered with books, maps, DVDs, and hastily scribbled notes. Google was my new best friend.


SEARCH: climb Everest



48,700,000 results. The first few entries were paid ads for consultants and expeditions, and most of them asked the same question: Do you have what it takes? My kneejerk response was Yes, I do! but I was pragmatic enough to reality-check myself.


SEARCH: what it takes to climb Everest



If you type that in today, at the top of 21,800,000 results, you might see an article from the New York Times headlined “You Want to Climb Mount Everest? Here’s What It Takes” or a blog post titled “7 Attributes Required to Climb Mount Everest.” What I saw in 2010 was a less extensive motherlode of information. The takeaway: Everest demanded the same thing from contemporary climbers that it demanded from Tenzing and Hillary, the first to summit in 1953: mental strength, physical stamina, mad alpine mountaineering skills, lots of luck, and a deep, well-informed respect for the mountain herself. I would have to educate myself—from the ground up, if you’ll pardon a pun.


SEARCH: Mount Everest



Mount Everest, the highest point on Earth, is called Sagarmatha on the Nepali side and Chomolungma from Tibet’s perspective. It towers between Nepal and China with the international border running smack across the summit, where climbers sometimes face howling 200-mile-an-hour jet stream winds. It was named Mount Everest by the Royal Geographical Society in 1865 after Sir George Everest, the British surveyor general of India at the time, but I doubt this meant much to imperious Chomolungma.

There are two popular routes to the top of Everest: the South Col route, which starts in Nepal’s Khumbu Valley, and the Northeast Ridge route via China. It’s debatable which is the safer way up, and I quickly discovered that the climbing community will eagerly pile on to a bombastic debate of any topic from international politics to the thread count of your socks. Often the people who were most strident were armchair adventurers—“all hat and no cattle,” as they say in America—but the mountaineering world is fiercely competitive. Battles rage over who was first or fastest and who had funding or oxygen or a single chewable children’s aspirin to thin the blood. God forbid someone should take a vitamin C tablet and fail to make a full report.

This surprised me a little, because even though I’m a competitive person by nature, my initial impression of mountaineering was that it was not a competitive sport, and that’s part of what appealed to me. Every 8,000-meter peak had already been summited by the time I was even born. I did not see climbing as a zero-sum game; my summiting Everest, for example, would not preclude anyone else from doing so. The only person I was competing with was myself, summoning the drive to push beyond my limit when I felt I couldn’t go any farther. I had zero interest in arguing with anyone, so I lurked without commenting. “Seek first to understand” and all that.

As I went down the rabbit hole of climbing forums, blogs, and periodicals, I started compiling a shopping list, but “Things I’ll Need to Climb Everest” ended up being more of a glossary, my introduction to the language of climbing.


	
Ascender: a latched clamp that slides up but doesn’t pull down, helping you climb up a rope like a single-minded inchworm.

	
Carabiner: a metal shackle with a spring-loaded gate for connecting two things that might need to be unconnected in a terrifying hurry. Or stay connected in a way that might save your life.

	
Crampons: spiked traction devices that strap on to your boot and enable you to walk up an icy incline like a fiddler crab, invented in 1908 by British mountaineer Oscar Eckenstein, leader of the first expedition to make a credible attempt on K2.



Each item led to some fascinating side road into climbing science, history, and culture. I learned that a gully filled with ice and snow is called a couloir and that dexamethasone is used to treat severe altitude sickness, which is what happens when your brain or lungs are deprived of oxygen and swell up like a water balloon. There were endless anagrams: HAP, a high-altitude porter, not to be confused with HAPE, high-altitude pulmonary edema. A HAP with HAPE—more water balloon troubles.

I think Jonathan expected me to spend a few weeks steeped in research and come to the sensible conclusion that this was an insane whim we would laugh about someday, but the more time I spent with the idea, the deeper it went. It snagged me inside like a barbed hook, stirring a specific kind of excitement, hope, and curiosity.

To get a feel for the expedition experience, I ordered DVDs of a Discovery Channel series called Everest: Beyond the Limit, which follows New Zealand mountaineer Russell Brice and his wingman, Phurba Tashi Sherpa, as they lead expeditions to the summit of Mount Everest. I quickly watched the first two seasons, and by the time it was over, I felt well and truly chin-slapped by the visceral reality of what a climber experiences, especially in the “Death Zone” over 26,000 feet. The sight of feet blackened with frostbite made my own toes curl up like cashews. One guy moaned that the altitude had caused him to shit his pants at the moment of truth. Someone else complained that the expedition had cost him $40,000, and he wasn’t even going to summit. It was definitely too early to mention that horrifying fact to Jonathan. Also best not to mention the dead bodies brazenly featured in the show’s sizzle reel.

Everest has its ghosts. When George Mallory’s body was discovered in 1999, he was facedown on the mountainside where he’d lain for seventy-five years, a snapped rope around his torso, arms outstretched, indicating a posture of “self-arrest,” as if he was struggling to slow a swift descent gone out of control. The fabric of his tweed suit had crumbled away, leaving only the name tag, G. LEIGH MALLORY, but skin on his exposed back remained remarkably intact, like white marble sculpted by Michelangelo. The body of Hannelore Schmatz, the first woman to die on the upper slopes of Everest, remained for twenty years, reclining against an eroding backpack, eyes fixed on a distant ridge. As climbers passed by on their way up and down the Southeast Ridge, she kept her quiet vigil until high winds tumbled her down the Kangshung Face into some hidden resting place. Sleeping Beauty, Green Boots—enough stories to fill the long, dark nights at Base Camp. Images arose throughout my research, appearing and disappearing as the snow and ice shifted around them.

I couldn’t help noting that, throughout most of the Everest: Beyond the Limit episodes, Monica, the expedition doctor, was the only woman in sight. The climbers were almost all men, hacking at the ice and slogging up the unforgiving glacier, fueled by testosterone and bravado, but I couldn’t see how that was much different from the financial services industry.

“The Everest thing is happening,” I told Jonathan. “In a commercial sense, I mean. People are doing it. A lot of the professional guides I’ve read about are offering expeditions every season. I can do this.”

“I have no doubt,” he said, “but at what cost? You spent an entire career up to your neck in finance. Suddenly it’s as if you don’t know how to balance a checkbook. You worked for decades to build this nest egg for your retirement. Now you’re talking about investing a major portion of it in… in what?”

“Jonathan, what do you want me to say? I’m sitting like a kid in the naughty chair, trying to rationalize a choice most people will find completely irrational. It’s easy to explain why I shouldn’t go and impossible to explain why I should. I don’t know what draws a bull to a red cape or a salmon up a stream. I only know I need this. I need to know if I have what it takes to summit. To survive.”

Jonathan made as reasoned an argument as anyone is capable of making, but to his credit, he didn’t throw down gauntlets or pose ultimatums. Looking ahead with the unflinching eye of an accountant, he measured what this meant for both of us. It would consume all my time and attention, not to mention a significant chunk of my savings, because I wasn’t about to scrimp on anything safety-wise—the one thing on which we could wholeheartedly agree. Books, blogs, and documentaries don’t spend a lot of time discussing what an upward slog it is to love someone who insists on climbing mountains, but it is a grueling test of will in itself, I now understand.

When I went to Pippa, hoping for a sympathetic ear, she said, “The whole thing strikes me as rather loopy-loop, V. In the most fabulous possible way, of course. But still.”

“I’m as smart and fit and determined as any individual on these expeditions.”

“I’m sure you are,” said Pippa. “I just never saw you as the Captain Cook sort. Performing daily ablutions by the side of a stream. Beating your delicate laundry on a rock.”

She raised some practical issues. Truth is, I wasn’t a camper, but I’m a big believer in learning on the job. I’m an extreme personality, equally at home in a five-star hotel or a two-person tent.

“Climbing is a skill,” I said. “A skill can be taught and therefore learned. You just have to dive in, feet first, accepting that the only thing you don’t know is everything you don’t know.”

Training was my full-time job now. Building my daily schedule into a spreadsheet felt like a ceremony of sorts. It was a contract I made with myself. Keeping to the schedule, I rolled out of bed every morning, ate a big bowl of blueberries and granola for breakfast—a habit I picked up from my grandmother—and then set out running Rocky Balboa style up and down the hills of Hong Kong, sprinting up and down stairs instead of taking the public escalators. I worked out for two hours at the gym, ran home, wolfed down my lunch, and then ran back to the gym for the afternoon. I searched out a personal trainer who was up for the challenge of learning about high-altitude mountaineering, a New Zealander named Ross Eathorne, a holistic fitness specialist. He did a fine job hectoring me as I pumped free weights and kettlebells. My main focus was cardio, but I also wanted to make sure I was holding my own when it came time to shoulder my share of the climbing equipment and camping gear.

After six months of religious adherence to this schedule, my arms were like Gatling guns, my calves sculpted titanium. I generated a lot of laundry every day, but my confidence soared. Jonathan and I discussed the financial realities and decided the next logical step would be a practice run. Some things you have to learn by doing, and ice climbing is one of them. I comparison shopped, vetting all the available guide services. The idea was to familiarize myself with the mountaineering kit, get a feel for the equipment, and demystify the ice climbing technique.

I found a mountaineering course based in the tiny town of Wanaka on the west coast of New Zealand’s South Island, which is reasonably close to Hong Kong. Jonathan was immediately supportive of my plan to go there. I suspect he was hoping I would scratch this itch and scotch the whole Everest component, but I knew even then this was just Mountaineering 101. I booked a week with an experienced guide who would take me up to Fox Glacier and optimistically invited a few friends to come along.

According to legend—and it’s a legend I love, so I don’t give a whit about its veracity or lack thereof—the great explorer Ernest Shackleton placed an ad in a London newspaper:


MEN WANTED for hazardous journey, small wages, bitter cold, long months of complete darkness, constant danger, safe return doubtful, honor and recognition in case of success.

—ERNEST SHACKLETON, 4 BURLINGTON ST.



I sent a parody of this message around to a handful of friends, adding, “Anyone who wants in on learning to climb in New Zealand, opine now or forever hold back. Next stop: Everest!”

Replies trickled in. Some assumed it was a joke. Others thought I’d slipped a cog because the industry in which I’d built my life was now a dumpster fire. Even people who knew me well enough to take me at my word were skeptical. This didn’t hurt my feelings at all. It’s important to voice our intentions once we’re certain of them, but it isn’t necessary for everyone else to buy into them. I know the drill. I read The Secret. I would always attempt to draw positive energy, but I didn’t need anyone’s permission. All my best friends, including my husband, are creative and cerebral. Maya describes me as “an action figure waiting to happen.”

Everyone assured me they’d be with me in spirit. Pippa and her boys planned to follow my progress up Fox Glacier with paper maps and smiley-face stickers. It seemed appropriate to gather at the Kee Club for a little send-off soiree, since that’s where the whole thing had started six months earlier. In ceremonial fashion—lighthearted but not at all joking—each person there presented me with a talisman. Pippa gave me a small silver om symbol.

“It represents the world and everything in it,” she said. “And it’s a reminder to breathe.”

Maya gave me an angel with wide-open wings, and my friend Bridie gave me an Irish claddagh ring. Jonathan placed a medal on my palm: Saint Christopher, patron saint of travelers. I added these to a long chain around my neck, along with my grandmother’s delicate wedding ring, which didn’t even fit my pinkie finger. I would wear this odd assortment of good luck charms on every expedition, big or small, for the next ten years. Always adding to it, never subtracting.
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Don’t worry about it and you’ll be great, said nobody ever.

—MIKAELA SHIFFRIN, OLYMPIC SKIER



Fox Glacier is a river of ice fed by rain and snow that dumps into the mountains, riding on a wind pattern they call the “Roaring Forties.” I smiled at that, being well into my own roaring forties, which some people might think is an odd time to start mountain climbing. Mark Sedon, the blue-eyed Kiwi who was my mountaineering instructor, was not of that opinion.

“Nah, that’s choice, bro,” he said, latching crampons to the soles of his boots. “You can’t really know yourself till midlife.”

I liked his laid-back Kiwi way of talking, but more than that, I appreciated how knowledgeable he was about the glacier and how willing he was to share his experience, educating me without making me feel stupid. Mark was an IFMGA (International Federated Mountain Guides Associations) guide, which meant he was certified in all three disciplines: rock, alpine, and ski. In the setting of corporate training or a visit from the IT tech, if someone feels the need to underline their expertise with arcane lingo, or if they advertise their know-how in the context of another person’s don’t-know-how, you can smell an insecurity that makes it hard to have faith in their actual skills. Not this guy.

My first day on the glacier, Mark and I started from scratch: on with the crampons, on with the harness, and once we were roped up, the glacier travel began. Over and over and over again, Mark would have me climb up and down the same wall of bluish ice. If he detected any attempt to shortcut a process, any lapse in attention, or a moment of bad form, he immediately called me on it and made me do it all over again.

At the end of the day, he rustled up a respectable camp-style dinner, something guides tend to be good at. Mark told me about his wife and his climbing life, and I told him about Jonathan, my old job, and my ambition to climb Everest. He was a climber, so in his mind, it was more surprising that anyone would not want to climb Everest. I stumbled off to our hut to sleep the untroubled sleep of someone who is physically wiped out but happy with their day’s work. This was my first time sharing a hut with a stranger, but I quickly learned the etiquette: orderly stowing of gear, mutual respect for whatever modesty is possible, and a hall pass for any noises the body makes as it adjusts to its surroundings. Before the sun came up, I was jolted awake by the screeching of massive olive-green parrots that circled the hut, scouting for carrion and making an impressive racket.

“Kea birds,” said Mark. “They’re just curious, but if they see you with food in your hand, be careful. They’re a determined lot.”

“So we have that in common,” I said.

“Rattle your dags. We’ll break new trail up the gully there.”

We hiked upward, onto the sweeping blue-and-white contours of the glacier. Waterfalls filled deep holes with cold, clean water that tasted vaguely of iron and fresh snow, like the snowbanks that lined Lake St. Clair in Michigan, where I grew up.

Every winter of my childhood was a steady gray parade of snow, sleet, hail, and ice storms, which I loved, because that meant my dad would take me ice fishing. He dragged his homemade ice shanty on a sled, and without giving it a second thought, I followed him out onto the frozen lake to his airboat, which roared to life, powered by a small airplane engine. When we found the right spot, I waited in the freezing cold while he drilled and drilled, down into the blue-white ice for what seemed like forever, crafting a perfect square. Then he positioned his shanty over the hole, and we sat on upturned buckets inside. Every once in a while, I saw the silver flash of a Northern pike or walleye beneath the surface, and I’d suck in a breath, but before I could squeal or say a word, my dad would hold up his hand.

“Shhhhhhh…”

With the precision of a rattlesnake, he struck his spear into the water and dragged up a wounded walleye. I held a big bucket in place while he disengaged the bloody spear and settled next to the hole again. Sometimes I’d get up and wander around on the frozen lake, picking up dead eels and finding other cool stuff I could take to school for show-and-tell, but for the most part, we sat in silence for hours, my dad and I, staring into that hole. I could see how thick the frozen water was. The space heater that kept the shanty toasty warm didn’t melt the surface one bit. The ice always held us up. It separated us from the dark water, where I could imagine shipwrecks and drowned sailors and the scuttled cars of old-time mobsters.
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