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PROLOGUE



April 26, 2010—Mount Everest


I heard only my labored breathing and the crunch of my crampons biting into snow as I traversed a nearly vertical slope on the north face of Mount Everest. Below us the slope continued steeper and steeper until it spilled over into a bottomless cliff, but I was securely attached to a safety line that was anchored to the mountain. My stepmother, Karen, and our Sherpa guides, Ang Pasang and Karma, were ahead of me; my father, Paul, just behind. The weather was perfect, with clear blue sky everywhere I looked. It was a beautiful day for climbing.


I took one step, then another. Suddenly a thunderous roar ripped through the air. The earth rumbled and shifted beneath my feet.


I looked up and saw a ten-story wall of ice and snow break free from the mountain and explode into an enormous cloud of white that hurtled downward, building higher and higher as it gained speed. Snow dust billowed in the air.


The avalanche was coming straight at me.


My mind froze, paralyzed with fear. I couldn’t think, couldn’t react fast enough.


Snow and ice sliced through what had been our trail.


Freezing air burned my throat all the way to my lungs.


The wave slammed into me and sucked me under. Everything was white, whirling around me, tossing me. I was tumbling out of control and couldn’t breathe. Where was the sky, the earth? I kicked desperately, trying to sink my crampons into snow, ice, anything to keep from sliding toward the deadly cliff.


I tried to scream but no sound left my lips.


I was still clipped in to the safety line that kept me anchored to the mountain. With a jolt that ran through my body, the rope snapped and zipped past my head. Would the rest of the rope hold me in place or yank me away?


I clung to what was left of the line as a second wave of falling snow and ice swept me toward the bottomless cliff. “Dad!” I screamed. Had I lost him? Where were Karen and the others?


The thunderous roar died down, replaced by a cold, whipping wind. The ground finally stopped moving as the ice and snow began to settle on the mountainside. I sank my crampons into solid ice, but I was still surrounded by a cloud of snow blocking my vision. My head spinning and heart racing, I searched for Dad, Karen, and our guides. I sucked the burning cold air into my lungs and screamed, “Dad!”


No answer. Only the frozen breath of Everest against my face.


I desperately clung to the side of the mountain as the dream that had been the focus of my entire existence for the past four years slipped away. It couldn’t end like this, not with losing people I loved, not with losing the Sherpas who’d been risking their lives to help me reach my goal. I screamed again and again until the cold shredded my throat.


If anything had happened to them, it would be my fault. I’d brought us to this mountain where more than two hundred climbers had died—one death for every ten successful attempts to reach the top. I wished I could go back to the beginning, to the very first time I had said the words “I want to climb the Seven Summits,” and rethink everything.


Maybe this whole journey had been one huge mistake. 





CHAPTER 1



It was the first day of fourth grade when I told my dad I had decided to climb the highest peak on each of the seven continents: the Seven Summits.


I was nine, and all summer long I’d been thinking about a mural on the wall of my elementary school, which laid out each of the Seven Summits and their elevations. I’d passed it every day on my way to and from recess, all through third grade. Other kids hardly seemed to notice it in their rush to play soccer or basketball, but I often stopped and stared, mesmerized by those mountains. What would it be like to stand on their summits and gaze across entire continents? I wanted to find out.


One thing you should know about me: When I get interested in something, I become a fanatic and learn everything I can about it. When I was younger and got interested in reptiles, I learned everything there was to know about every species. Now my interest turned to mountains.


I’ve always jumped into new interests with both feet, especially if they have to do with the outdoors. I’ve never been into playing video games or watching TV. Practically from the moment I could walk, I was outdoors—chasing lizards, riding my bike, skateboarding, and skiing. Especially skiing. That was my passion.


But I couldn’t stop thinking about those mountains. Over the summer between third and fourth grades, I did Internet searches to read about the summits. I made lists of their locations, their elevations, and the best routes to the top of each. Along the way I discovered that there were people who had made it a goal to climb all seven.


I decided I could do that.


I was the ultimate goal setter, so at that age I already understood that things didn’t always happen instantly.


But that was okay. I was also extremely patient.


And frankly, I didn’t think the idea would shock my dad that much. My dad and my stepmom, Karen, are professional athletes. They compete in extreme adventure races all over the world. It’s a crazy sport. They race nonstop on foot, on bicycles, in kayaks and canoes, and even on horses and camels. And they do it all in some of the most wild and remote places in the world. Our home has always been open to a never-ending stream of competitive athletes who are driven to enter the most brutal contests on the planet.


Dad and Karen thought outside the box, set huge goals, and grabbed life with both hands. So why couldn’t I?


Seeing that mural again on the first day of fourth grade help sharpen my resolve. My dad picked me up from school that day, and I sprang it on him.


He was going on and on about this killer endurance event he and Karen were training for. They’d been preparing nonstop for weeks. They were always going, going, going. They believed you should live your life, not watch it. Their motto hung on the front of the house: GO FAST. TAKE CHANCES.


And I intended to.


“Hey, Dad, you ever heard of the Seven Summits?”


He glanced at me. “Sort of, Little J,” he said, using his nickname for me.


I paused, took a deep breath, and exhaled slowly. “I want to climb them.”


His jaw dropped, and he stared at me openmouthed for a minute.


“Oookaaay,” he said. My dad has this way of stretching an “okay” out for a mile. This one went for two miles.


I could tell he thought this was a someday kind of goal. But I wanted to do it sooner. “Not when I’m older, but, like, right now.”


That really surprised him.


“What made you decide that?”


I told him about the mural, and about how I had been looking at it for years and thinking about what it would be like to stand on top of each of those mountains and look at the world.


“You really know about all this?” he asked.


That was it, bang. I told him about all the stuff I’d learned—where and how high each summit was, what countries they were in, the best routes to the top of each summit.


My dad has a huge smile, one that can light up a whole room. And nothing makes him happier than the idea of an athletic challenge. I watched his face closely, waiting for that smile. I guess I half expected him to say, Okay. Let’s buy tickets for every corner of the world and leave tomorrow.


He didn’t.


“Mountaineering is long, hard, and dirty,” he said. “It’s not all fun. You’d need weeks and even months of training before you could even think of climbing even the smallest ones.”


“I don’t care. I can do it,” I answered.


Dad thought about it for a minute. He didn’t say yes, but he didn’t exactly say no, either.


“Let’s get Super K,” he said, using his nickname for Karen, “and go for a hike.”





CHAPTER 2



That afternoon Dad and Karen strapped a pack on me and we headed out for that hike.


Dad and Karen’s house is in Big Bear Lake, California, on the edge of the San Bernardino National Forest. Our altitude of just under seven thousand feet above sea level is nothing compared to Everest, but it’s way higher than the average elevation in the United States, which is about 2,500 feet. All we had to do to go for a hike was take a left outside the front door and head up into the San Bernardino Mountains. It was something Dad and Karen did all the time.


I was never that much of a hiker. Maybe that’s why my dad wanted me to hike with my Seven Summits goal in mind. I loved being outdoors, but hiking for hiking’s sake had never really worked for me. I needed a goal to shoot for to keep me interested. This time was no different. After ten minutes on the trail I was panting and my heart was pounding.


“I’m tired. Can we go back?” I asked.


“No lizards, bugs, or snakes today?” Karen said.


When I did hike with them, it was mostly to search for reptiles.


“Haven’t seen any,” I answered.


“There!” Dad said as a lizard skittered across our path.


“A western fence lizard. Sweet.” I darted after it, just wanting to hold it a minute to look at its bright blue belly.


From then on I got caught up in looking for snakes and bugs and didn’t realize I’d been climbing uphill for forty-five minutes straight until we reached the top. I decided if I could make it that far on such a boring hike, I could handle this whole mountain-climbing thing. It would be way more fun on real mountains. Right?


Back home I opened a world atlas on the breakfast counter. Dad and Karen looked over my shoulder while I pointed out the location of each of the Seven Summits, going from lowest to highest.


“Here’s Kosciuszko in Australia,” I said. “There are reptiles all over the place down there.”


Karen smiled. “Maybe you’d run into Steve Irwin.”


When I was nine, I loved Steve Irwin. His television show, The Crocodile Hunter, was one of the few I watched. I had every single one of his videos and watched them over and over until they were practically worn out. Inspired by him, I had a collection of snakes, horny toads, lizards, and other assorted cold-blooded creatures living in my room.


“The next tallest is Vinson in Antarctica,” I said, flipping to that page. “You guys ever raced down there?”


Dad shook his head. “No. But I know they have an annual marathon.”


“Elbrus is the highest summit in Europe, but it’s in Russia,” I said, shrugging. I hadn’t realized that Russia was considered part of Europe. “Who figures these things out?”


“Got me,” Karen said. “I would’ve thought it was Mont Blanc in the Alps.”


I turned to Africa and pointed to the country of Tanzania. “Next is Kilimanjaro. The summit used to be covered by ice, but the glaciers are melting. They’ll be gone sometime in the next twenty years. I want to see them before they disappear.”


Karen nodded. “We’ve been talking about going to Africa anyway.”


“The next tallest is Denali in Alaska. That shouldn’t be too hard to get to,” I said. “It’s right here in our own country.”


“But it’s extremely difficult to climb, Jordan,” Dad said. “It’s not that far from the North Pole. We’re talking seriously nasty weather.”


I was too busy imagining myself standing on all these mountaintops to worry about weather. “What about this one?” I asked. “Did you know Aconcagua in Argentina is the highest peak in the world outside of the Himalayas?”


Dad looked impressed. “I did not.”


I sat back, grinning. “And now the big one, Mount Everest. Think about standing on the highest point on earth and seeing forever. I am so stoked!”


“Easy, Little J,” Karen said. “Let’s look at this one mountain at a time.”


I glanced at Dad out of the corner of my eye. Did that mean we were actually going? If we were, it was time for me to drop another bomb.


“There are two lists of the Seven Summits,” I told them. “To do it right you actually have to climb eight mountains, not seven.”


“You have to climb eight mountains to climb the Seven Summits? Somebody missed a math lesson,” Dad joked.


I don’t know if my dad really didn’t know this stuff, or if he just enjoyed seeing how excited I was. He listened while I rattled off one fact after another—practically everything I had learned in my research over the summer. The more I talked about it, the more excited I got.


I told Dad and Karen all about Dick Bass, a businessman who came up with the idea of climbing the Seven Summits. He’d included Australia’s Mount Kosciuszko on his list and conquered the last of his seven mountains with Everest in 1985. Then in 1986 another famous climber, Reinhold Messner, climbed the Seven Summits, but he claimed that the Carstensz Pyramid on the island of New Guinea should be the seventh because it was more technically difficult and challenging than Kosciuszko and had a much higher elevation. And the Carstensz Pyramid is considered part of the continent Oceania, which includes the Australian continent.


I’d leave that part up to the geographers of the world, but I was sure about one thing. “I want to do a combined list of all eight,” I announced.


“How many people have climbed all these summits?” Dad asked.


I’m sure the number is higher today, but back then around eighty-seven people had climbed the Carstensz list, and just over a hundred people had climbed the list that included Kosciuszko. A much smaller number of people had climbed all eight—people tended to do one list or the other.


“That’s a hefty undertaking,” Dad said.


I still didn’t know if I had his go-ahead. But one thing for sure—I had his and Karen’s attention. It was time to push for my first mountain.





CHAPTER 3



Every year we made a list of the amazing places we wanted to go on vacation. Karen would put them all together on a makeshift spinner made of poster board, and I’d spin an arrow to see where it landed. That year it had pointed to Africa, and we all wanted to go on a safari. We were planning to go over my spring break from school.


“While we’re in Africa, maybe we could climb Kilimanjaro,” I suggested.


Karen gave an appreciative little chuckle. “Good move, Little J.” Then she got serious. “If we really are going to climb Kilimanjaro, you’ll have to train for it. Hike at least three times a week, climbing higher and steeper each time. And carrying heavier loads.”


“And you’ll have to prepare mentally, too,” Dad said. “You’ll have to drive yourself until you’re cold, miserable, and tired, until you’re tough as nails.” He smiled and leaned back with his hands clasped behind his head. He always came home from adventure races full of stories about people who pushed themselves beyond anything they thought they could ever achieve. I think he loves seeing other people succeed as much as he loves winning himself. It’s all about being your own personal best.


I wanted him to have stories like that to tell about me. “I can do it,” I insisted.


Dad looked at Karen. “What do you think?”


“It makes sense to try Kilimanjaro if we’re going there anyway,” she said.


I jumped to my feet and gave them each a high five. “Kilimanjaro, here we come!” I shouted. I’m on my way, I thought. I’m going to climb my first summit.


I could hardly sleep that night, thinking about it. I pulled the covers to my chest and closed my eyes, imagining myself standing on top of Kilimanjaro and looking out over all of Africa.


I was still flying high when I got home from school the next afternoon. Then Karen delivered the bad news. She had read online that you had to be ten years old to even set foot in the Kilimanjaro National Park. That meant spring break was out. I’d have to wait until July. Like any kid, I wanted things to happen now, not wait nine whole months!


Sunday night I returned to my mom’s house, where I lived half the time with her and my half sister, Makaela, who is six years younger than I am. I alternated weeks between my mom’s house and my dad’s, and I hated having to split time between them. It was hard going back and forth and having to keep stuff in both places. Every Sunday night I’d have to pack for the next week, and sometimes I’d forget what I needed. Life would have been so much easier if my parents had never split up, but I do love being a big brother to Makaela.


I was excited to tell Mom about Kilimanjaro, even if I did have to wait nine months to go. She has a big heart. Like all moms she wants to know where I am and what I’m doing, but she isn’t the overly protective type. I knew I’d need her permission to make this dream come true, and I hoped she’d be happy for me.


I brought it up over my favorite afternoon snack of apples and peanut butter. “We’re planning this trip to Africa this summer, and we’re going to climb Kilimanjaro while we’re there.”


She raised her eyebrows. “Really, Jordan? Is this your idea or your father’s?”


“All mine,” I told her. “You know that mural at school about the highest mountains on each continent?”


“Yes.”


“I thought about it all summer. Wouldn’t it be awesome to stand on the top of each one?”


“So you want to climb all seven?”


I nodded, not quite ready to tell her there were actually eight mountains to climb.


Then I swore she looked straight into my heart. “Do you feel ready for something that big? You’ve never hiked more than a mile without whining. Don’t you remember going up Butler Peak last spring? About halfway up, you were lying on the ground, exhausted and crying, ‘Leave me here. I can’t do this. Leave me here to die.’ ”


That was true, but like I said before, hiking for the sake of hiking had never done much for me. But hiking to reach the summit of the tallest mountain in Africa? That was something I could get behind. Mom knew that I liked to set goals. Especially challenging ones. I tried to explain that reaching the summit of Kilimanjaro would be like taking on the ultimate challenge.


“I’m going to put everything I have into achieving this.”


“And you feel strong enough?” she asked.


“I’ll get strong enough,” I promised her. “Dad and Karen have time to train me. I can’t even get into the Kilimanjaro National Park until I’m ten.”


Mom pulled me in close for a hug. “You know people can get hurt climbing mountains.”


I nodded. “I’ll be careful,” I promised. “It’s not a mountain with crevasses or steep cliffs. It’s just a long hike. Dad says we won’t even need an ice axe or ropes.”


A worried look crossed Mom’s face. “Your dad and Karen are racers, not mountain climbers.”


That was true. Dad and Karen had participated in every kind of extreme race there was, but they had never actually scaled a mountain like Kilimanjaro. Still, they had more than enough experience hiking, rock climbing, high-altitude mountaineering, and surviving on extreme expeditions. And on top of that, Dad was an air-rescue paramedic.


“Dad knows more about emergencies than anybody,” I pointed out.


She nodded. “Yes, he probably does. He and Karen have taken care of themselves in all kinds of extreme situations.”


“And they’ll take care of me, too,” I said. “They’ll make sure I’m ready.”


Mom thought about that for a minute. She knew Dad and Karen would do everything possible to make sure I didn’t get hurt. I could tell I was winning her over when she stopped worrying about my safety and brought up the subject of money.


“How’s your father going to make this happen? He doesn’t have that kind of cash.”


I hadn’t thought about the expense of a trip like this, and we hadn’t talked about it. “I don’t know,” I admitted.


Dad and Karen had a number of sponsors for their adventure racing, companies that provided gear and even money in exchange for publicity and advertising. I hoped they would be able to gain some sponsors for our mountain climbing as well. Trips like the ones I was thinking about were expensive.


Mom sighed. “I’m sure he’ll figure it out. I don’t want to stand in your way, but promise me you’ll be careful.”


“I promise.”





CHAPTER 4



As much as I’d learned about the summits, serious mountain climbing was still a big mystery. I had no idea how many miles I’d have to carry a heavy pack or how hard it would be to walk up super-steep hills. I didn’t think much about any of those things; I just wanted to get to the top of those eight mountains.


Mountain climbing is one of those sports that can be defined a lot of different ways. Some mountains are an easy hike to the top and don’t require any special equipment beyond a backpack filled with water and snacks. Steeper peaks can call for special mountain-climbing shoes, hiking poles, and even snowshoes and ice axes in the winter. And then there are the technical mountains, which call for rock-climbing skills—the ability to find handholds and footholds and make your way to the top using ropes and other tools. Over the course of my mountain-climbing career I’d have to learn about all those things, but right now I was focused on training to climb Kilimanjaro.


I’d never been a long-distance kind of kid, not like Dad and Karen. I thought of myself more as a sprinter. Endurance was Dad’s thing. But if I was going to scale any summit, I needed endurance too.


For the first few weeks, the three of us hiked trails in the hills and valleys above the house to help me get fit enough for Mount Kilimanjaro. I had to learn to carry a pack and to pull out snacks while we were moving. I especially had to let Dad and Karen know when my feet were hurting so that I wouldn’t get blisters. We used hiking poles when the climbs were steep and wore snowshoes in the winter. I had been walking in snowshoes for practically my whole life, so I was used to them.


I knew that in Africa I’d have to hike for three or four or even five hours at a time without stopping, and I definitely worked up to that in my training.


Gradually, my day pack got heavier. Sometimes we filled it with water and canned food. Once I even lugged a medicine ball up a mountain. I carried first ten, then twenty pounds in my pack to help build my strength and endurance. I think Dad saw that as a measure of my fitness and how much mental strength I was building, because one afternoon a few months into my training he announced, “It’s time to move your training a notch higher on Snow Summit tonight.”


We walked to the base of the mountain from our house, wearing our packs. When we got there, Dad handed me a pair of crampons. Crampons are metal spikes that get attached to the bottoms of your shoes with straps that hold them in place. They make it possible to walk on hard, slippery snow and ice. Crampons are a must-have for a serious mountain climber.


“Why do we need these?” I asked.


Dad grinned. “We’re going to hike thirteen hundred feet right up the ski slope.”


I knew Snow Summit well. It was one of the best ski mountains around, and I had climbed up it and skied down it many, many times. But the difference this time was that I’d be hiking at night and in full mountaineering gear with a rope, ice axe, helmet, and crampons.


I couldn’t believe it—my first time hiking on serious snow and ice!


“You want to climb big mountains?” Dad asked.


“Yes!”


“Then you have to be able climb on that,” he said pointing to the ski run called Westridge. “And I think it’s time to add some interval training to your workouts too.”


Interval training means going all out—climbing as fast as you possibly can—for a short period of time, thirty seconds or a full minute, followed by a minute at a normal pace to recover before rocketing up your speed again. It’s a great training tool for building strength and endurance. But doing that for an entire mountain was more than a little intimidating.


“You want me to do that all the way to the top?” I asked.


“Yes,” he answered.


I’d said I wanted a goal, and here was a big one. It was the hardest thing I’d ever done. I had to learn to walk flat-footed and slightly duck-footed to sink all ten spikes on my crampons into the snow for traction, or they’d get caught on my pant legs. Not only that, but I was climbing practically straight up the ski slope with freezing cold wind blowing into my face. I was so frustrated that tears streamed down my cheeks. I took out my anger by sprinting during my speed intervals. That tired me out faster, making the training even more intense. Karen tried to keep me calm and keep me moving.


It took about an hour and a half to reach the top. When we got there, Dad gave me a big hug. “Way to go, Little J.” Then he saw the furious look on my face and laughed. “Those sprints of yours are going to make you stronger and stronger.”


I knew he was right, and that helped me let go of my frustration and even feel a little bit proud. But I was also exhausted. If Snow Summit had kicked my butt, I wondered how I would make it all the way to the top of Kilimanjaro.


When I said so, Karen came back with one of her encouraging speeches.


“Climbing a mountain is like facing an adventure race,” she said. “If you told yourself, ‘I’ve got to make six hundred miles in the next five days,’ you wouldn’t even start. But if you break it down into little goals and achieve each one as it comes along, it’s a lot less overwhelming. And when you do finish, you realize that you’ve done something much bigger than you set out to do.”


Seeing the look on my face, Karen smiled. “Don’t get discouraged, Jordan. When you’re climbing, aim for the next rock or tree, and then the one after that, until you reach the top. You’re doing great. But you have to be one hundred percent ready before we head off for something big, like Kilimanjaro.”


About six weeks later we hiked to a forest-fire outlook in the San Bernardino Mountains, and I started to see a difference in my strength and endurance—all thanks to my daily training. My thighs didn’t burn as much and my heart wasn’t pounding so hard that I thought it would burst through my ribs. I leaned forward in to the hill and imagined I was climbing to the summit of Everest. When Dad and Karen stepped onto the fire lookout platform at about eight thousand feet, I was right behind them.


I guess I proved something to them and to myself that day, because from the top Karen pointed to San Gorgonio—the highest peak in Southern California, at 11,503 feet. “So, Jordan, should we make it our goal to climb that on Christmas Day?”


“Are you kidding?” I asked. “I can’t wait!” Finally, I thought, I was going to climb a mountain with a real summit. I was only sorry I had to wait until Christmas.


•  •  •


We started out at three a.m. Christmas morning. Other nine-year-olds were still asleep and dreaming of Santa, but I was getting ready to scale a mountain. Dad said we could open a few presents before heading out, and he handed me a long skinny package. I had no clue what to expect and tore the paper off.


“An ice axe!” I shouted. I turned it over in my hands. Mountain climbers use ice axes to cut footholds in the ice and to stop themselves if they start to fall. I fell crazy in love with it. I could hardly wait to try it out.


We headed to the trailhead with Bernardo, a Brazilian friend of ours who was coming along to take photographs. We hiked for several hours, crossing a number of creeks and climbing a series of long switchbacks to the back of the mountain. Switchbacks are 180-degree bends in a path that make it easier to hike up a mountain. Instead of going straight up, you walk in a kind of zigzag pattern.


Dad turned to me with a grin. “With all this great snow,” he said, “it’d be more fun to climb three thousand feet straight up the slope, wouldn’t it?”


Yes! Up until now we had been hiking, but now we would be doing some real mountain climbing. Anybody could hike, but actual mountain climbing required skill, endurance, and special equipment.


I slid my crampons on over my shoes. Karen helped me get them on tight so they wouldn’t budge when the mountain got really steep. With my new axe in hand, I was ready to conquer the mountain! Karen went first, with me second and Dad behind Bernardo. The ice was hard as concrete at times and really tested my crampons. One of Karen and Dad’s sponsors, Salomon, had donated a pair of trail shoes that were light and allowed me to move fast, but about halfway up I still ran out of gas.


Bernardo was struggling too, even more than me. He was a little out of shape, so the higher we went, the harder it was on him. He was totally wiped out, but we couldn’t leave him behind. I tried to encourage Bernardo as Dad carried his massive backpack. For the first time, I wasn’t lagging behind everyone else. That felt good, and it seemed to make the hiking easier. I liked not being the person everyone was waiting for. It gave me a chance to breathe.


I kept my eye on the summit. Seeing my goal within reach gave me a boost of energy. When we climbed off the face and onto the ridge, there was a trail to the summit. I charged right on up, past Karen, even though just minutes before I had nearly been falling down from exhaustion.


Reaching the summit was the greatest feeling I’d ever experienced. “Yes!” I shouted, thrusting my axe into the air and turning in a complete circle. I was on the top of Southern California and could see all the way to the ocean on one side and the desert on the other. If I could get up here, I could climb anything. “Bring on Kilimanjaro!” I shouted.


Dad’s smile was as big as mine. “Jordan, go to the box over there and add all our names to the logbook.”


Many mountains have a logbook at the top where climbers can add their names to the list of people who’ve summited to prove they actually made it. Still bursting with confidence, I raised the lid, ready to record my accomplishment. There was an envelope lying on top with my name on it.


I glanced at Dad and Karen, totally confused.


“What is it?” Karen asked.


I shrugged. They were the only ones, aside from Mom, who’d known where I’d be this morning.


“Well, look,” Dad said.


My fingers were so cold that I could barely open the envelope. A card inside read:


Dear Jordan,


Congratulations on reaching the summit of your first big mountain. Merry Christmas.


Love, Santa.


Santa had found me at 11,503 feet.


•  •  •


Tanzania wouldn’t give anyone a permit to climb the mountain unless you hired the country’s approved porters and guides to lead the climb and carry your equipment up the mountain. As much as we would have preferred to go alone, we had no choice in the matter.


“Hiring guides isn’t our style,” Dad said. “Super K and I are used to racing fast and light all over the world.”


“The porters and guides add a lot to the cost, too,” Karen added. “To get all three of us to Africa, pay to climb, and do a safari will run way more than we can afford.”


Dad was an athlete and helicopter paramedic, not a CEO of a major company. He couldn’t simply write a big check to make my dream come true.


Karen searched for the cheapest guide services, the most affordable flights, and rock-bottom hotels, but the trip still seemed out of reach. Then we got lucky. Some family friends from the endurance-competition circuit had just returned from climbing Kili—the mountain climbers’ nickname for Mount Kilimanjaro—and they put us in touch with the less expensive guide they’d used. Plus they showed us pictures and told us what to expect. They knew me pretty well and believed I’d make it. I was more excited than ever, but money was still an issue.


Dad and Karen already had a few sponsors, like Salomon and SOLE custom footbeds, who agreed to help us by providing gear as long as we photographed their banners on the summit. But that wasn’t nearly enough to cover costs. We had to get creative.


Karen designed a T-shirt with a list of the summits printed on the back and boxes so folks could mark off each one as we conquered the mountain. We sold a lot of those T-shirts in Big Bear and online through a website Karen put together just for me: www.jordanromero.com.


Karen had an idea for me, too. She suggested a lemonade stand.


I stood for hours in front of our friend’s bike shop, Bear Valley Bikes, selling lemonade at fifty cents a cup. But I wanted to do more than just fund my dream. New Orleans had just been practically wiped out by Hurricane Katrina, so I set up two cans for collecting money. One said KILIMANJARO and the other said KATRINA. I sent half the money I earned to the Red Cross for hurricane victims and put the other half aside for our trip to Africa. I told anyone who’d listen about my dream and what I needed to make it happen. And pretty soon everybody in Big Bear got to know me.


And almost all of them bought at least two cups, and I earned a few hundred dollars from really nice people who believed in me. It inspired me to keep going.
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CHAPTER 5



Just over ten months after I announced my big goal on the first day of fourth grade, I boarded a plane to Africa.


The first thing I did when we got off the plane was check my new watch. It had both a thermometer to measure temperature and an altimeter to measure altitude. We were at 5,500 feet in hot, muggy, 80-degree air.


Our journey to Kilimanjaro would begin with a long drive from Nairobi, Kenya, to the neighboring country of Tanzania. We made our way through crowds to catch a local bus leaving from the airport. While we waited, a few local women approached. They had shaved heads and wore enormous beaded necklaces and dresses made from brightly colored cloth. They carried baskets full of all sorts of stuff for sale, like beads, pictures made out of banana leaves, and bottles of water. They pushed their wares in our faces and wouldn’t let up.


“I wish they’d quit pressuring me to buy something,” I told Karen.


“They’re only trying to make a living. They probably have hungry kids at home.”


Suddenly I started thinking about them as moms who were trying to take care of their kids instead of as pushy salespeople. “Can we buy some bottled water?”


“Sure,” Karen agreed. She handed me some Kenyan money, and it felt good to be able to buy something.


We finally got onto a bus packed with people and packages. The only open seats were the second to the last row, where wheel wells stole all the legroom. Dad’s knees were up around his chin. I was totally squished next to the window.


Nairobi was a bustling city filled with honking horns, the smell of roadside trash and diesel fumes, and a constant flow of families, kids, animals, scooters, and workers all on the move. The bus ride was long and slow. We hit a bump every two minutes and everything flew into the air—baskets of produce, eggs, even a goat on a leash. Everything, that is, except the squawking chicken in front of me. It was tied down and wouldn’t shut up. I gave it my best cobra stare, but the chicken was unfazed.


As we left the busy city, everything started to look brown and beige. It was the dry season in Kenya. One roadside village after another was filled with rickety wooden stalls where people sold fruit and vegetables and chickens and goats. Barefoot kids in rags chased in and out among the stalls, kicking up dust and watching buses like ours go by.


Just as I’d thrown myself into learning the details of every species of reptile, I’d studied Kilimanjaro and the people who lived nearby. There was a tribe of nomadic cattle herders called the Masai who pierced and stretched their earlobes so big that they hung down to their chins. The men walked along the road wearing red-checkered blankets draped over one shoulder. Their hair was dyed red from clay and animal fat.


“The color red means power to them,” I told Dad. “And the only thing a lion fears is a Masai warrior holding a spear.”


We reached the border crossing at the village of Namanga, Kenya, in just over two hours. The road was packed with huge trucks, vans, and buses passing between Kenya and Tanzania. Broken-down metal stalls painted in bright reds and yellows lined both sides of the road with food for sale. I wanted a piece of fruit, but Karen warned me not to eat anything I couldn’t peel and to drink only bottled water. Our bodies weren’t accustomed to the bacteria in the local water, so drinking it, or anything washed in the local water, could have made us very ill.


The bus stopped next to the building where we had to register for entry cards and visas for Tanzania. We got our papers, crossed the border on foot, and boarded our dilapidated bus again. Next stop Arusha—the city closest to Kilimanjaro.


“If the sky clears, you might see the mountain,” Karen said.


I pulled the window down and leaned on my arms across the sill, wind blowing in my hair. I wasn’t searching for Kilimanjaro on the Internet. I was here—living it!


All of a sudden I felt a sharp sting on my neck. I jerked back inside the bus and stared at the nasty-looking kamikaze dung beetle I had swatted to the floor.


Dad was craning his head to see over the suitcases, goat, and chicken. “There’s Kili!”


Holding my sore neck and keeping my lips squeezed tight against any other flying creatures, I leaned out the window again and gazed upward. There was the world’s tallest freestanding mountain, all 19,341 feet of it. Clouds hovered around its base, just like they had in Internet pictures, and above them was the summit.


Unlike the rest of the Seven Summits, Kili isn’t part of a mountain range. It’s a dormant volcanic mountain with three volcano cones. Standing alone like that makes it look even more enormous than it is. By comparison, San Gorgonio, Southern California’s tallest peak, suddenly seemed like a foothill. I knew that about a third of the people who tried to climb Kilimanjaro didn’t make it to the summit. Could I really climb all the way to the top, or would I have to turn back?


Karen, who had been shooting pictures, sensed my hesitation and set the camera in her lap. “Don’t think of tackling the whole mountain all at once,” she reminded me. “Take one small step at a time.”


To ease my worries, I thought about everything I had learned about the mountain. Africans used to believe that an evil spirit on the mountain killed everyone who tried to climb it. It wasn’t until the mid-1800s that a missionary realized that what they called a cloud on the top of Kili was actually snow, and that it was the extreme cold that killed the visitors, not an evil spirit. The locals didn’t even have words for snow and ice in their language.


The fact that the summit is covered in snow and ice is kind of amazing when you think about the fact that the mountain is just ninety miles south of the equator, but the air is so thin and cold at nineteen thousand–plus feet above sea level that average temperatures are below freezing.


Once Westerners found out about the mountain, they wanted to climb it. A German officer and a British geologist first tried in 1861, but even with fifty porters helping them they only got as far as 8,200 feet before they had to turn back because of the weather. The German officer tried again the next year and made it all the way to fourteen thousand feet before a snowstorm sent him back down the mountain.


It was another German, Hans Meyer, who finally reached the summit in 1889. On his first attempt he didn’t have the equipment to handle the ice and snow and was forced to turn back. On his second he was captured and held hostage in a revolt against the German East Africa Trading Company, and he was only able to escape after a ransom was paid. You’d think he’d give up after that, but he didn’t. Meyer was the one who finally figured out that if he used porters to set up camps with food and shelter along the way, he wouldn’t have to go all the way back to the bottom every time he needed something, and he finally summited on his third attempt.


Thinking about all those failed attempts to reach the summit didn’t exactly calm all my fears, but I decided that I would be just like Hans Meyer. I wouldn’t give up until I reached the summit.


•  •  •


We finally arrived in Arusha three hours after crossing the border into Tanzania and took a taxi to our one-star hotel. The beds were draped with nets to prevent mosquitoes from getting in at night and passing along malaria or yellow fever—a real problem in many African countries. Dad and Karen didn’t seem too concerned, but I made sure to spread the netting around my bed and theirs. We’d traveled far to climb Kilimanjaro, and the last thing we needed was for a potentially deadly disease to get in our way.


Our guide, Samuel Kusamba, met us at the hotel in the morning. He was bald, wore reading glasses, was maybe forty years old, and had a very round, smiling face. I liked him right away, but like most of the adults we talked to, he doubted my ability to climb the mountain. He’d climbed Kilimanjaro about eighty times and said it usually took six days, but with a kid like me along it would probably take seven or more. We didn’t argue with him, but I decided then and there that I would make it to the top in six days—or fewer.


There are six routes to the top of Kili, and after doing a lot of research I had settled on the Umbwe Route for Dad, Karen, and me.


“The Umbwe Route is the most difficult,” Samuel said. “It’s only recommended for the most experienced climbers.”


I knew that too. But Kilimanjaro had long, flat approaches, and I tended to daydream and lose focus on those kinds of hikes. I knew that I’d do better on a tougher climb. And besides, Umbwe had some killer rocks to scramble over.


I didn’t admit any of that to Samuel. “It’s supposed to be the most beautiful and least crowded,” I said.


I could tell that Samuel was still skeptical, but Dad and Karen backed me up.


“All right, then,” Samuel agreed. “The porters and I will meet you at the permit office in the morning.”


That afternoon we wandered around Arusha, and Karen and Dad had their hair done in cornrows like the African women so that they wouldn’t have to deal with it in the climb. Walking around, seeing all the people, I realized that I wouldn’t just be climbing the Seven Summits. I would also be experiencing more of the world in a few years than most people do in a whole lifetime.
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