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PRAISE FOR MORE



“An insightful and heartfelt view of what mothering looks like for an ambitious outdoor athlete. Written in the form of a journal for her kids, More is an entertaining read for anyone, and a must-read for anyone considering parenthood.”

—Tommy Caldwell, professional climber, environmental activist, and New York Times bestselling author of The Push

“A professional rock climber shares the challenges of maintaining her career after becoming a mother. In this epistolary memoir, Burhardt relays the emotional challenges of becoming a mother while attempting to retain a sense of her own identity. Raw, passionate, and stinging.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“Majka gives a beautifully honest account of the questions and inner dialogue so many people face with motherhood. For anyone questioning the balance of adventure and parenthood and marriage, More offers a sincere look into how to unwrap the past, present, and future.”

—Beth Rodden, mother and top American rock climber

“How do you, as a diehard climber and mountain guide, navigate the maelstrom of being a new parent and sustaining a marriage when both partners are also wedded to a life of adventure? As Majka Burhardt reveals in her searingly honest epistolary memoir, you don’t. You simply make it up as you go and hope to survive, much like you would on a serious alpine climb. More portrays this whole messy reality—with humor, beauty, and an unsparing eye for the visceral details.”

—Matt Samet, author of Death Grip and former editor of Climbing

“Majka’s writings not only made me laugh out loud, but I was impressed by her willingness to share her most vulnerable inner thoughts and fears as a mother during this critical time of political, social, and environmental turmoil. This series of letters offers an insightful perspective about how our intense love for our children can enable us to do what’s best in the face of all the challenges of life and the frequent messiness of motherhood.”

—Lynn Hill, climbing legend, mom, and El Capitan free-climbing pioneer
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For Irenna and Kaz





Dear reader (Dear you),

What follows is my story, intertwined with those of others. But make no mistake—it’s not complete. How could it be?

A memoir is never not monocular. Add to this the fact that the one you hold in your hands today was not written as a look back in time. Instead, it is a compilation of in-the-moment moments—the unfiltered reality of my heart as it grew and twisted and healed its way through early motherhood.

Some things will be different from what others remember. Some things will be different from what I or others want to admit. It has all created the journey that got me—got us—here.

My sister says we all live on the same diamond, just on separate facets. This is my facet.

—Majka Burhardt

September 1, 2022






April 1, 2021 Letter | Four-and-a-Half Years Old


Dear Irenna and Kaz,

Becoming a mom has been the loneliest thing I have ever done. I am supposed to tell you it’s beautiful, soulful, and satisfying. And it is—but those emotions are all easy to process when they crash over you. It’s the grief, the fear, and the uncertainty that will knock you to your knees and leave you alone, again and again, having to get back up.

In the past five years, what I have wanted more than anything is to find my own mother, to help me rise. And not my mother now, your Grandma Pooch, because she is a phone call or plane ride away in Montana. I wanted my mother when she was becoming a mother. The impossibility of having this has not stopped me from desperately desiring it. How do I do this? I want to ask. Why do I feel this way?

But I cannot find a portal to my mother when she was a young mother. What I can do is give you me.

One day, you might find yourself buckling under the enormity of love and growth so strong they make you feel like you’re constantly ripping out a part of yourself to be yourself. One day, you might need the memories and stories you never knew. These are those stories. This is our story.

If that day comes, my babies, know this: You are not alone. You were never alone.






November 18, 2015 Video Journal | Six Weeks and Five Days Pregnant


I am attached to the world by four metal teeth, each penetrating a frozen smear of water no more deeply than a grain of rice.

Actually, we are attached.

I have one ice tool in each hand and a crampon on each foot. I’m anchored to the world by filed tips of steel the same size as you, all of us together on the barely frozen November ice.

I’ve never thought about the relative attachment strength of a grain of rice to ice until I learned that this was your size at six weeks in my belly.

I’ll make you a deal: you stay in my belly and grow bigger, and I will handle the climbing. So far, two hundred feet up a six-hundred-foot scar of ice and rock, swinging weapons disguised as climbing tools at a frozen gash still seems reasonable. This is my sport. When I’m ice climbing, I feel whole.

Today, your dad and I are climbing and I’m testing how it feels to swing tools at ice with a stowaway. Your dad has had nothing change in his body in the past six weeks.

Do you want to know a secret? This isn’t your first ice climb. A month ago I carried you up this same climb—the Black Dike on Cannon Cliff—without knowing it. On that day it felt great to be out in front, levitating on frozen water tendrils.

Today, my pants are tighter and I’m letting your dad go first. It sucks. For me, at least. It’s likely your dad’s dream has come true. We’ve spent eight years tabulating whose turn it is to be in the lead while climbing, all the while pretending we’re not keeping score. I wonder if he will be up for making a deal that, in the future, I can get back on demand anything I’ve given up during pregnancy?

Likely not, I think.

You should know that for most of my life I have pushed myself to do whatever is bigger and harder, as if achieving at the edge of difficulty makes the feat more worthy.

I already feel myself slowing down to accommodate you and can’t tell if I should be proud of myself or terrified.





December 1, 2015 From the Notepad | Eight Weeks and Four Days Pregnant


You are two.





December 4, 2015 Audio Journal | Nine Weeks Pregnant


It’s 10:59 in the morning, it’s forty degrees out and sunny, and I’m driving to Portland, Maine, to see my physical therapist and trainer to talk about growing you and staying strong at the same time. Don’t worry—I have my two hands on the wheel. Just like there are two of you. You each are growing hands, hopefully two apiece, in my belly. I’d like to tell you I am writing you a letter, but it’s good to fess up now that I’ve always been a talker.

A man crosses the street in front of me with a one-year-old on his shoulder. A dad and his kid, no doubt.

Before, I might have thought the scene sweet at best, delaying my drive at worst. But today? Envy. Total body-shaking envy. Because all I can think is that I won’t be able to do that with my children—you—because there will be two of you. What will I do instead? Walk across the street with one of you on my back and one on my front? One on my shoulders and one in my arms?

I want you to know I had a plan for this. And I want you to always be wary of what comes next whenever anyone tells you they have a plan.

I had a plan that your dad and I would try to have kids. That was all I knew I could commit to, and all I asked your dad to commit to as well. If the try worked, the plan would land on us having one kid—and no more—so I could finally wrap my head around motherhood. That we could seamlessy give up our comfortable, childless lives solely based on the fact that we’d only be parenting one child—a kid who would be easy. A traveler. An independent kid. A kid we’d take everywhere. We could handle it, I told myself.

In my plan, Peter and I could both still be driven. I could have my career and I could be a professional athlete, and, and, and…

My life has largely been about and, and, and. I grew up seeing that you could do everything because that’s what my parents did. Granted, they might have been able to do everything because they were divorced and each had the means to hire a full-time nanny who transferred between parental homes with my sister and me in an alternating two-day and five-day shared split set on an endless loop for my childhood.

For right now, I want you to know: I want everything. I want to be a professional climber, I want to direct a revolutionary international conservation organization, I want to be able to write, I want to be a good partner, and I want to be a mom. Your mom. A mom of twins.



You should know I’m not driving anymore. I can’t drive when I cry this hard. Instead I am on the side of the road with the car akimbo, straddling pavement and frozen dirt.

Twins. My body is shaking from sobbing.

Buying tickets to Kenya! reads a text message on my phone. It’s my climbing partner Kate. I cry harder.

So fun! I write back while snot drips on the phone.

Next time you’ll have to come, she writes back.

I’m laughing and crying now. How is anything I have ever planned going to be possible with two of you? How can I plan now when I have never known so little about anything in my life?

I also cried and laughed when I found out you were not just one, but two.

“Here we go,” I said to your dad when I heard the news.

“Here we go,” I say to the empty car interior, speaking to all of us now—you two as cherry-sized orbs, and your dad and me together.





December 4, 2015 (Later) Audio Journal | Nine Weeks Pregnant


I’m still driving to Portland.

We’re going two hundred percent. That’s my new plan. I discovered two hundred percent last year in Mozambique on our second expedition to launch Legado—that big, revolutionary international conservation organization I mentioned I am still working to make happen. It was two A.M. in the small town of Gurue, Mozambique, and I had to get a team of eighteen people speaking five languages, seven hundred feet of climbing rope, two hundred pieces of climbing protection, two gallons of ethyl-alcohol preserve, three microscopes, ten tents, sixty-two cans of tuna, and one snake hook to the base of a 2,000-foot granite wall twenty-two miles distant that caps off the 7,940-foot Mount Namuli—where we’d live for the next month. “We give it two hundred percent,” I told everyone. And I kept asking for that and giving it for a month.

That’s the world I have been in since, accelerating Legado at every possible moment. You wouldn’t think it would have led me to you. But then again, you don’t know about my toe rot.



Five months ago, I landed in France to climb after three back-to-back Africa trips for Legado. Thirty-eight years into my life and I was just ready to contemplate motherhood, but thus far the combination of anti-malaria pills and not actually seeing your dad was serving as birth control. France was going to be our first concentrated time together in six months. But within the first hour of sinking my hands and feet into perfect granite cracks high above the Vallée Blanche glacier near Chamonix, I didn’t want babies; I wanted more climbing.

I told your dad I wasn’t ready, and I knew that at my age it might mean I’d never have kids.

Two weeks later, I got a hole between the pinkie and second toe of my right foot. A hole all the way to the bone filled with crackling, oozy, smelly gunk, created by the simple act of my toes rubbing against each other when stuffed in my climbing shoes and in the mountain boots I wore while hiking to and from the climbs. Nothing sexy, nothing rad. Just a hole. Climbing was out until it got better. Then the rain started. And when, while trapped in the deluge in a twelve-by-twelve apartment in Chamonix, my best friend in New Hampshire called to tell me she had had her second baby, I crumpled to the floor and sobbed. What if I’ve done my math wrong? I thought.

Is it really worth sacrificing having children to go climbing when one measly hole in your toe can shut down your whole life plan? Does being a mom relate to foot rot? Should they even be in the same equation?

That night, I told your dad I wanted to make a baby. For real.

Two hundred percent. Turns out I was heading here the whole time.



Once we started trying to make you for real, it didn’t work right away. I cried when I got my period and interpreted my tears like data points on a graph tracking my ever-increasing desire to pursue motherhood. But in hindsight, maybe the tears were just hormones.

We tried again. I took it easy. I decided that if this was going to be my one shot at having a kid, we’d go to the doctor, make sure my uterus was shaped correctly and my tubes were patent. I was ready to get a barrage of tests. Not because I thought we needed them, but because I wanted to be sure. Because, at (by then) age thirty-nine, I wanted to give myself the best shot.

I decided to take it easier, but not count on you appearing in my uterus. So when I got tired on the uphill approaches to climbs, I slowed down. But then when the ice came in on Cannon Mountain in a flash-freezing event, I did one of the earliest-season ascents ever on the Black Dike with my friend Alexa. I led each pitch, and with every tool and crampon placement, I felt my winter body coming alive.

Tap, swing, kick, tap, tap, kick, kick.

That is my music.

I went back to taking it easy the next day, resting instead of climbing, ordering new picks and crampons and putting away my rock-climbing gear to prepare for the frozen season.

I was ready for whatever was to be.

And then on the day I was supposed to call to make an appointment with my OB-GYN, at an exact point in my cycle, I decided for the heck of it to do a pregnancy test. Peter napped on the couch while I peed on the stick. A faint line showed up, which seemed both confusing and significant enough to wake him up.

“I think I may be pregnant,” I said.

“How can you be ‘maybe’ pregnant?” he asked.

I peed on another stick. The same faint line appeared. I Googled it. The internet was in agreement—false positives don’t happen, and a faint line is a line. I was pregnant.

I didn’t sleep that night. We’re doing this, I kept telling myself. By the middle of the night, the we part of my statement was gone—I was doing this. I lay awake in heavy moonlight while Peter slept with seemingly no care in the world. All I could think was if I was the one tipped us over the edge to have children in the first place, then it seemed I would also be the one who carried the dream forward into the future.



Every day for that first week of knowing I was pregnant, I spent half the day wondering if we should just put you back. Not actually wanting to go through the steps of having an abortion, but fundamentally feeling like growing a baby (because I didn’t then know I was growing two) wasn’t what I wanted to be doing anymore. And then the first week dissolved into the second. And the third, and the fourth. And through all those early weeks, the same thoughts kept crossing my mind: I am happy. I am excited. I am on board. I am doing this—but what if we just made a horrible mistake?

A mistake in getting pregnant. A mistake in creating permanence in the form of another being in the middle of marriage—something that, even without kids in the mix, is fraught and imperfect and many times the opposite of permanent.

I don’t know anyone who is a parent who is happy in their marriage. I look at the moms and dads I know and the relationships they have… and they’re awful. I know I’m not supposed to say that. And I am definitely not supposed to write that. I want to find another family we can emulate, but I don’t know any. None of you have what I want to have.

I am being naïve and an ass. I know. I don’t have a clue what I’m talking about, standing on this side of the great, raging river of parenthood and marriage.

I told Peter we needed to find a new model. He said he wasn’t ready for a minivan. I told him I meant marriage.





December 4, 2015 (Later Still) Audio Journal | Nine Weeks Pregnant


I’m back on the side of the road ugly-crying. Your dad just texted me that his departure date changed for his trip to climb with his friend Bernd in Patagonia, the alpine-climbing wonderland at the tip of South America. Leaving earlier than I thought next week—thanks again for the support, sweetie!

I need to turn off my messages, or get a new husband and friends.

The husband I do have
    is an internationally certified mountain guide who spends half of his working time training the US military special forces teams in high angle rescue and mountain mobility and the other half guiding civilians on everything from their first day out to their dream ascents here at home and around the world. And then in his spare time? You guessed it. He climbs. Though you will be part of his spare time soon and part of both of our all-the-times. For now, you’re already my all-the-time. But not your dad’s… yet.

Did you know I was supposed to be climbing in Patagonia this winter? Golden granite, blue ice, and the most perfectly jagged alpine skyline you’ll ever know. Even after I saw that faint blue line on the pregnancy test, I thought I’d be able to pull off alpine climbing while pregnant. The only hiccup was that I was tired and nauseous all the time, and I suddenly couldn’t quite imagine doing a three-day ascent of a mountain, much less a one-day push, much less a seven-hour approach hike to even get to the climbing.

Three weeks ago, Peter decided to go to Patagonia alone and I told him I would support him. To be fair, we both decided he would go, but only his decision was active. So I used frequent-flier miles from all of those Africa trips and booked myself a trip to Mexico instead.

I then spent three days hating him for deciding to actually take me up on my offer to still go to Patagonia, resenting the shit out of him for believing I meant it when I said I would be okay with him going there without me.

I didn’t mean what I said. I don’t know what I meant.



There are people who don’t tell anyone they are pregnant until halfway through their pregnancy. I told my climbing-equipment sponsors when I was five weeks along. Of course, back then, I thought I was only telling them about one of you.

I always wake up too early at the Banff Centre Mountain Film Festival. This year was no different, except this time my four A.M. wake-up had to do with nausea instead of jet lag. By 4:15 on my first morning, I had already quested out of my complimentary hotel room in the dark to the Banff Centre gym.

Rowing, squats, chops, Spiderman push-ups. Check, check, check, check. Pull-ups were next and I was already being smart and more conservative, so first I slung my skinny black rubber band around the bar to give me an assist.

I stepped into the band and jumped. But I missed the bar and the tension band shot me backward, depositing me flat on my back on the black floor matting. I erupted into tears first from the surprise, second from the pain, and third from the general emotional shitshow that is being pregnant.

Two things worth noting: not many people go to the gym at 4:15, and Canadians don’t believe in providing Kleenex at the gym.

I left the gym shortly thereafter to look for breakfast. My friend and sometimes climbing partner Sarah Hueniken was opening the door to enter the gym as I was rushing out. “I’m pregnant,” I said, instead of hello.

Later that day I told my first gear sponsor, testing the waters with an athlete manager who was also a dad.

He was having coffee. I was drinking water, seated in the Maclab Bistro and trying to shift my weight off my bruised backside.

“You’re only five weeks though?” he asked.

“I know it’s early,” I said, “but I’d rather you know why I’m not going to Patagonia this winter…” I could not bring myself to also say it might be why I wouldn’t be sending him many pictures of me climbing ice for the company’s catalog and marketing materials. Back then, I still thought an ice season might be possible.

You had still not made your public debut as my belly dwellers. But I almost announced you one night a few days later in Banff while sitting on a panel celebrating forty years of the festival with five other climbers, among them Tommy Caldwell and Sonnie Trotter. That night the moderator, Ed Douglas, asked them, both dads, what it was like to be a parent and a climber. Tommy and Sonnie gushed about how great it was to be able to climb professionally and travel everywhere with their families.

Ed said something about how incredible it was that they were ushering in a new era in which climber babies could be born and live a vagabond life full of adventure with their families. All I could think was what a bunch of bullshit it was. Neither Tommy nor Sonnie has a wife whose own career is also built around climbing. How does it work then? I wanted to demand. Sarah was on the panel too, but neither of us counted as parents in this conversation—yet.

My growing belly strained against my black tights and red dress while I debated announcing why I was so uncomfortable in my clothes and discomfited by this discussion to the twelve-hundred-person audience. But instead I kept you private and promised myself that, when it was time, I’d speak up.

That was three weeks ago. Three days ago, I lay on the ultrasound table while Peter stood next to me and a technician named Mabel scanned my belly. Less than a minute in, she paused the wand and looked away from her computer and directly at me.

“Have you been doing anything special?” she asked.

I knew.

“Am I having twins?” I asked.

“That’s what I see,” Mabel said.

I’d like to tell you that the first words out of my mouth were not these, but I have already committed to being honest. “Are you joking?” I asked.

“I don’t joke about these kinds of things,” Mabel pronounced.

I grabbed your dad’s hand and started laughing. I didn’t notice the tears until he reached over to wipe them off my cheek. “Babe—” he started to say.

“Only the positive,” I interrupted him. “Only the good things.”

I haven’t slept in the three days since. I research double strollers and tandem nursing instead. “We’ve got this,” I tell your dad whenever I see him. But soon, when he’s in Patagonia, I will only have myself to tell.






December 5, 2015 Audio Journal | Nine Weeks and One Day Pregnant


Mount Avalon is a 3,442-foot peak that sits forty-five minutes from my house in the White Mountains, with a well-trodden 3.5-mile round-trip hike up its eastern flank. Only 3.5 miles.

That is what I told your dad. Again and again while sobbing into his lap, still wearing my hiking pants with the top button undone.

“Maybe you need less hiking and more napping,” he said, tentatively stroking my hair.

And that is why I am now in bed at 2:10 in the afternoon wearing pajamas and an eye mask and with our dog Ptarmigan underneath the covers beside me while I record a voice memo to you.

I started today’s hike listing all the other hikes I would do this winter. Travel was easy on nontechnical ground, and my hiking partner, Anne, and I made good progress through the snow.

“Kearsarge, Crawford, Baldface—new and old summits,” I told Anne.

“One at a time there, tiger” was her noncommittal reply.

Eighteen months ago, Anne and I spent twelve days in Turkey climbing limestone by day and sharing various tiny sleeping trailers by night. Ten weeks ago, she was my partner when I launched myself onto mottled gray granite peeking out from the changing New Hampshire leaves. The rock was crisp and dry, I was strong and able, and each time I twisted an appendage into the fissure splitting the granite, it stayed put. Or at least until at three-quarter height on the eighty-foot Screaming Yellow Zonkers, where I came careering off, bouncing onto the rope, safe but unsuccessful.

Do you know I wrote down the gear for that crack as a note to myself in my phone before I left the cliff that day? Each piece I needed to place the next time, in the exact order. I only do that for my favorite unsuccessful climbs—climbs I mean to return to.

And now Anne and I are hiking partners.



Remember the hole in my toe? It mended. A week of rest, and this summer I had the best alpine granite-climbing season I’ve had for years in Chamonix. The grand finale was thirteen pitches of swapping leads with your dad on, the Trélaporte’s California Dream, one of the better chunks of French orange granite. (And yes, I have a granite obsession—good for you to know that now.) For every foot I climbed along the fifteen-hundred-foot route, all I could think about was wanting more. I stood on the summit and eyed the neighboring Aiguilles greedily. “Charmoz next, then the République, then the Grépon,” I said, singling out the spires in the Mont Blanc massif like a drunk pool player calling pockets.

On dinky Mount Avalon today the snow composition changed higher up, and for the last mile gaining the summit I winced with effort each time I shucked a foot out of the heavy snow. Anne pretended to have the same problem. When we’d hiked Chocorua together two weeks ago, she brought me extra snacks I told her I didn’t need but then proceeded to devour.

This time she gave me a hug as I got back in the car at the trailhead and didn’t say anything about my tears.

I have to stop talking now because your dad just yelled up the stairs that it doesn’t sound like I am napping.





December 6, 2015 Audio Journal | Nine Weeks and Two Days Pregnant


Last night, I spent my sleeping time awake, trying to figure out how we are going to go places together. When your dad woke up, I had my question ready.

“What do you think are the chances I can fly by myself with two babies? If I can hold them both, do you think I can get them both on the plane for free?”

Your dad is a good guy. He knew to scoop me close before he told me it was likely one free kid per adult.

We’re looking for a new, bigger house. Legado—the organization I founded with $11,000 and a harebrained idea about combining science, conservation, and climbing—is about to crack open. My spring and fall are already stacked with events around North America to present my new film, Namuli, about its origins. I might have a salary for the first time in my adult life. But not maternity leave. How am I going to work more and grow my career while also finding time to be with you—unless we all do it together?

By 6:20 this morning, my career-plus-motherhood concept of having an infant who can travel and accompany me at climbing and film events had vanished. Or at least my vision of doing it independently had, since this infant had become infants.

“I could swap kids for trips, trading them out each time,” I reasoned. “We could get a nanny.”

All through breakfast I researched childcare options, until by nine A.M. I’d compiled a spreadsheet of options to help me analyze what we could afford and how to budget for it. When I learned that two kids in full-time daycare cost almost twice as much as an au pair, I told Peter our guest room would need to be permanently occupied for years to come. “We have the jobs that can make this work,” I told him—and me—“if we keep doing the jobs.”

I then created an Excel cell for the frequent-flier miles saved up during our climbing trips to Patagonia, Namibia, Europe, and beyond, to use instead on an au pair to fly with me and the babies so I could save my career.

And for the rest of the day, I tried not to feel like a version of myself had died in the decision.






December 7, 2015 From the Notepad | Nine Weeks and Three Days Pregnant


An alarm on my phone just went off. Apparently in the middle of the night I decided it would be a good idea to buy stock in Sunsweet prune juice.





December 8, 2015 Audio Journal | Nine Weeks and Four Days Pregnant


Good morning! It’s 4:13 A.M. I am somewhere between my home in Intervale, New Hampshire, and Portland, Maine, because that’s the closest airport to our home. Today I’m going to catch a six A.M. flight that boards at 5:42 A.M. to go to Mexico for a beach week with my friend Kristie. But don’t let that fool you. Kristie and I have been climbing partners for ten years—from first ascents in Ethiopia to supporting each other through some of our hardest rock climbs at home. But on this trip we are going to be surfers—if I can make it to the flight to Mexico. Correction: if we make our flight to Mexico.

That just sounded like I am talking to someone other than my babies. My babies!

First of all, it’s total bullshit that the first trimester of pregnancy is even possible. It makes no sense from an evolutionary standpoint why I’m battling extreme nausea if what I’m supposed to be doing is keeping the two of you in me, making you healthy, advancing the human population, and obeying the biological drive to propagate the species.

In case we all suffer from amnesia because you guys will be so dang cute and so dang worth it and I will be so dang sleep-deprived that I can’t remember what actually happened during this time, let’s just be clear about how I feel right now.

It’s 4:15 A.M. I woke up at 2:55 A.M. Before that I woke up at 2:05 A.M., 1:05 A.M., midnight, eleven P.M., and ten P.M.—and I went to bed at nine P.M. Before I went to bed, I had three cookies and then a fourth cookie topped with peanut butter. Even with all those cookies, I still went to bed nauseous. I woke up and had a cup of coffee. I had potato pancakes—which I made at three A.M. And a fried egg. I ate them from 3:20 to 3:35; it’s now 4:16 A.M., forty-five minutes later, and I feel nauseous again. How is any of that practical? How is it practical that I haven’t taken a shit in days? I feel completely full and congested in my digestive tract, and yet the only way to keep myself from not feeling horrible is to keep eating. None of this makes sense.

I went to the doctor yesterday. I heard one of your heartbeats, probably Baby A. They are calling you Baby A and Baby B. I am calling you Baby A and Baby 1 because—let’s just be honest—B is not a good way to start your life in terms of being your own person.

Next week we’ll have another ultrasound to check if you’re sharing a placenta. And while I am planning for you to be great sharers, I’d like to keep you separate right now while you’re in Mamma’s belly so you can be safe and healthy and thriving.

I gave us a mantra last night.

I make healthy, robust babies who go full-term easily. I am a strong, healthy, pregnant warrior goddess.

Now my job is to repeat it again, and again, and again. Until I believe it.





December 9, 2015 Audio Journal | Nine Weeks and Five Days Pregnant


Yo vomité. In case you ever need it, that is how to say, “I puked,” in Spanish. “I puked for three days” is: Yo vomité durante tres días.

The first time was smack in the middle of Sayulita, Mexico’s, town square in front of five children. My knees buckled and I barfed directly on a flower bed while squeezing my legs together to try to stop a trickle of pee from becoming a full-on public display of urination. “Yo soy okay,” I said to the kids in the square first, and then to you, so many times to you two over the next days.

Kristie is surfing. WhatsApp tells me Peter is heading to Aguja Mermoz as his next peak in Patagonia to climb. I am curled in a ball on damp sheets under a fan working against the Mexican heat, trying my hardest to keep down the Pedialyte and wish for this stomach virus to end so I can go back to my regular all-day “morning” sickness while just being pregnant with twins.





December 20, 2015 From the Notepad | Eleven Weeks and Two Days Pregnant


“The first thing I want you to know is that I’m okay,” your dad said.

New York City streets are no place to have a phone call with someone in the mountains of Patagonia. I can’t tell whose phone is more full of wind.

“What happened?” I asked.

“Ben and Jess were two hundred feet up the chimney on Exocet, and Jess dislodged an ice chunk that clocked Ben in the back. But he’s okay.”

“Did Ben get hit by ice before or after you and Bernd climbed the first part of the chimney?” I asked. I knew Peter had gotten that far on the Exocet route on Aguja Standhardt from a text sent last night, when he and his climbing partner Bernd eventually made it back down to town—El Chaltén—from their basecamp fourteen miles up the Torre Valley.

“Before. We made sure he was okay before we went up. And then the Polish team got hit today—we just heard.”

I’m midway in my cab ride from Chelsea to Midtown for a meeting about the upcoming film on Legado. The Polish team is a husband-and-wife pair who climbed behind Peter and me on Fitz Roy—also in Patagonia—almost a year ago. I saw them only once before I took over the lead a thousand feet into our climb.

“He was knocked unconscious by ice fall from above,” Peter said. “But she got him down.”

Exocet is the climb I most want to do next in Patagonia. Or had been wanting to do, before everything changed.

I check my phone. I have three minutes before my meeting.

“I have news too,” I said. “I can’t get the genetic test—it doesn’t work for twins. If we want to make sure both babies are okay, I have to get two amnios.”

“Double the risk,” Peter said.

“Double is our new single?” I offered.

“I don’t even know what that means,” Peter said.

“I don’t either, and I have to go,” I said, then added, “Are you done with Exocet?”

“For now, yes.”





December 25, 2015 Audio Journal | Twelve Weeks Pregnant


It’s 5:32 A.M. You wake me up early, little stinkers.

Today, we are back from Mexico and New York and are now in Montana seeing your Grandma Pooch. There is new snow falling along Swingley Road as I head back toward Little Mission Creek Ranch.

I don’t feel very good. I am hungry and nauseous, I feel sad, and I’m tired because I don’t sleep well. I don’t feel like me. And I’m really afraid I’m not going to feel like me for a long time.

I feel like me when I get to be powerful. I feel powerful when I climb and get to be my complete, independent self. But I am not independent anymore because now I am three people: I am us. Three people, six hands, thirty fingers, thirty toes. And all those fingers and toes add up to no power—it adds up to me feeling muted. Is this prepartum depression? Is that even a thing?

I wanted to be a powerful pregnant athlete goddess. Instead, I stopped doing push-ups, decided ice climbing felt too uncomfortable with this belly—not to mention that its doubly swollen state made it an exaggerated target for dislodged chunks of ice—and am trying really hard not to be mad at your dad because he has more freedom than me. It’s all so typical. I feel typical. I hate feeling typical.

I don’t want to be the pregnant mom-to-be resenting her husband. I don’t want to resent your dad. We are supposed to support each other as athletes and as climbers, but how does this still work when those parts of me are on a giant pause? How are we equals now when in my spare time I’m researching changing tables and strollers and nursing pillows and in his he’s eating fucking baked goods in El Chaltén waiting for the weather to change so he can do yet another climb?

I know I am becoming a mom because keeping you two healthy is already my main priority—which is why I am here and not in Patagonia. Your dad also wants healthy nuggets, but he is in Patagonia. I never expected him not to climb when I was pregnant. But I think the more true statement is that I never really expected anything about this time because I didn’t know we’d even get here. If he could be pregnant, would I go to Patagonia? Probably.

Will I go next year as my comeback?

I’ve almost made an entire climbing career out of comebacks. Two back surgeries, shoulder surgery, a torn finger ligament, a broken foot—but I have no idea how to come back into the game with two infants.

My friend Kevin, who climbs like it’s as easy as breathing and is a dad, heard I was having you two and sent me a text to congratulate me. He said that in the future, when I’m a badass with twins in tow, I’m going to get even more points. I know that shouldn’t matter. But to me it matters so damn much.

I need a mind shift. I need to own this. I am going to have you in June, and I am going to do it my way. Strongly and powerfully and honestly and humanly, and I am going to kick ass.

I am strong, healthy, happy…

Maybe that’s it—I need to say I’m happy.

I am a strong, healthy, happy, pregnant warrior goddess, goddammit!

That sounded convincing.

I don’t feel the happy though. I’ve got to find the happy.

All right. It’s Montana. It’s Christmas.

Next Christmas, I am going to have six-month-old twins.

Riddle me that.





December 27, 2015 From the Notepad | Twelve Weeks and Two Days Pregnant


Your aunt (my sister) cross-country skis like a caffeinated jackrabbit. Up down, up down, I can see her hamstrings and quads syncopate through her tights. I follow her track across the barest skim of snow as we thread our way up Mission Creek Trail. She arrived yesterday and offered up a ski within ten minutes of unfolding herself from the sixteen-hour car ride.

“How is it feeling?” she asks.

I kick and glide and realize I am imitating her bouncing even though it’s not my personality or my ski style. I force myself to stop. “Okay,” I say. “Tight on my belly.”

“I skied all through my pregnancy with Jeannie,” she says, “up until I fell on top of her.”

“Oh yeah, when did that happen again?” I ask, pretending to remember this detail.

“Thirty-two weeks—then I was on bed rest.”

I nod to her back, remembering that part.

“But there’s no way you’re going to be able to ski that long,” she adds.

I do the math. When I’m thirty-two weeks along it will be May, with no snow left in New Hampshire to even ski on. I want to point this out, but instead I slow down and let the space between us grow.

Four weeks ago, she was the fourth person we called to share the news.

“Ready to be an aunt to twins?” I said when she picked up.

“You’re going to be huge!” she said in return.

Will you be like this together? I made most of my choices in childhood based off ones my sister had made two years before me. She ran; I threw discus and shot put. She sang; I wrote. Always another lane. But now I follow her across the Montana trails.

Later, I am upstairs working, and she is on a post-ski run. Your grandma is at the barn in town training for a horse show in January in Idaho.

My mother raised strong girls, read a note card taped at eye level on our pantry cabinet throughout my childhood. When my mom moved to Montana, the note card didn’t come with her—it didn’t need to anymore.





January 3, 2016 From the Notepad | Thirteen Weeks and Two Days Pregnant


“This,” my friend Cameron, an acupuncturist, said, pointing to my belly and circling the air. “This you can do.”

“And this,” Cameron, the athlete and mom, said, pointing to my head and making the same motion. “You can probably do this too, but it will be harder.”

Everyone has opinions now. My mom has always had them.

“One day,” she has told me countless times, “I hope you have a daughter who announces at nineteen that she’s going to be a full-time climber and then at twenty tells you she’s marrying a thirty-one-year-old mountain guide.”

I hope one of you is a girl. I am terrified you are both boys, because raising strong girls is what I was shown how to do. And while I think I can pivot to raising two boys, I really want a shot at one of each. I hope we find our way together. I am terrified of what that way might be.

I imagine you are going to teach me just how much is really possible in my life. But there is something more. Something I don’t even know.

Something that I can already tell is coming.





January 23, 2016 From the Notepad | Sixteen Weeks and One Day Pregnant


In two days they are going to put a seven-and-a-half-centimeter-long needle into my womb—which is to say, your home—twice. It’s the twice part that had me calling your grandma.

“Remember how you said you’d come if I needed you?” I said.

“Absolutely.”

“I need you.”

Today, I picked her up at the Portsmouth, New Hampshire, bus station two hours from our home up north. But first we spent the day texting about her ever-changing arrival time. My mom has special travel powers in the form of her stepdaughter’s/my stepsister’s (your step-aunt’s?) airline job, which means she gets to come see us for a twentieth of the price—but double the connections and triple the time of a normal flight.

“Do you think you will start buying tickets when the babies come?” I ask her once she’s settled into the passenger seat of my car.

“I have a friend who bought an RV and parked it in her daughter’s driveway for the first three months of her granddaughter’s life,” she says in response.

I merge onto the highway and consider the length of our driveway.

“But that wouldn’t work for me,” she continues. “Not with my riding schedule.”

“There are horses in New Hampshire,” I say. “Maybe we can find you one to ride.”

“Maybe. How are you feeling, honey?” she asks.

“Remember the heartburn?” I ask.

“I don’t remember any of it,” she says. “I just did it.”





February 1, 2016 From the Notepad | Seventeen Weeks and Three Days Pregnant


My friend and climbing partner Caroline is ice climbing in Norway. Instagram and your dad tell me this.

If Caroline and her husband, Adam, have one kid who is three years old, when can trips like hers be a reasonable goal for me, with two kids?





February 8, 2016 Letter | Eighteen Weeks and Three Days Pregnant


Dear Toots and McGoots,

Those aren’t your names—don’t worry. I promise we will have better ones picked out by the time you make your debut in June, because even though you are due July ninth no one is going to let us get past June 30th.

Last week, I found out that you’re a boy and a girl, and it seemed like the right time to write you your first letter. Yes, it’s one letter for both of you. You might as well get used to sharing from the start.

I have not been eagerly waiting to be a mother. I’m thirty-nine, and I’ve been focused on doing everything else instead.

Last year had me ringing in the New Year on top of Patagonia’s Fitz Roy, leading a thirty-eight-person symposium about how to disrupt traditional conservation work, spending two months working three back-to-back stints in Ethiopia and Mozambique, climbing the most difficult ice of my life at home in New Hampshire, writing a proposal for my third book, taking five weeks to climb perfect alpine granite in Chamonix with your dad, and finishing a film that has been four years in the making.

I’ve been busy. I like being busy.

Theoretically, it’s been possible for me to become a mom for decades. That’s a long time to choose to pursue things that are not what most people dub “the greatest role you can have in life.”

For me, I’ve been on the fence about becoming a parent. Not because of you. Because of me.

For most of my career, people have told me that if I were to have children then I would have to change my life, stop traveling, tone down my climbing, and basically give up my ability to create and expand. Each time someone told me any of that, I wanted to punch them, but I haven’t (and neither should you—ever). Instead, I have chosen to stand taller and stronger against such limiting beliefs. Or I did in theory. And now it’s time for reality. In fact, the only way your dad and I could get to the place of trying to have a baby was to tell ourselves it was possible for us to become parents and not lose ourselves in the process. Then again, that’s likely what every parent tells themself before they step off the high dive.

But you are not a baby, and I am the first one laughing about the irony of it all.

You are entering a bold and beautiful world. I have spent my time in it hurtling my beliefs, passions, and curiosity up against each other, and in fact have made this my career. It has not always worked. Sometimes I ache for a more normal trajectory. But when it does work, it catches my breath and grounds my soul in a way that makes me know I belong in the universe.

You two are not “the normal way.”

When I reflect on the most important, striking, heart-in-stomach things I have ever done, they have always been the result of doing what people would call “too much.” I general-contracted my dream house at age twenty-two; I put up first ascents on sandstone towers in Ethiopia as my first climbs back from shoulder surgery; and I kept driving in a nor’easter that shut down the Eastern Seaboard, making it to North Conway on a bet to myself that it would matter and ended up falling in love with your dad.

And as you grow inside me, I know you will be the pinnacle of what I have done and will do. I know you’re like your mamma because already—in utero—I can tell that your Team Twin motto is “More.” You make me pee eight times a night, eat double the amount of pork I had thought previously possible, and cry with something I can only know as the biggest love I have ever felt. In all of that, we fit right in together.

I’m not saying I have this figured out. You can’t get to be my age and see your sister, cousins, strangers, and friends go through parenthood and think anyone ever has it figured out. While we may never figure it out entirely, somehow we’re going into this bold and beautiful world together.

I can’t wait to see what more looks like, with you.





March 12, 2016 Audio Journal | Twenty-Three Weeks and One Day Pregnant


Okay, you little buggers, we have just flown to Lincoln, Nebraska, to Minneapolis, to Seattle, to Oakland, back to Minneapolis, to Chicago, and finally to Portland, Maine. You two were super troupers while Mom gave five presentations showing the film and talking about how Legado came to be in six days, amid a lot of up-down-up, down-up-down on planes and countless other modes of transportation. That is pretty exciting. Today we are coming home and don’t have to get on a plane for eighteen days—which feels like a success.

Today you are twenty-three weeks old in Mamma’s belly, which means we are shooting for you to stay there another fifteen weeks. That feels like a really long time to me. And then I also feel like it’s going to go quickly.



I have a big belly. Really big.

“Don’t worry, you’re getting close,” the flight attendant told me today while I tried to cram past her in the galley.

I snorted and told her I am not due until the end of June—three and a half months away.

The surprise on her face made me realize how different I look, and that what makes me different is you. You two. In the early months you were in there, but there was no physical manifestation to the outside world of your double presence. Now I watch people’s eyes widen at the orb of my belly and the announcement of what’s to come.

I get to see you again next week. A “twin viewing,” your dad and I call the ultrasounds. He comes to as many as he can, and then we report the news back to all your grandparents. You have six of them. You should know now there are a lot of dynamics at play on my side of the family. Your dad and I are going to work really hard to keep our family not so complicated.

Sometimes I worry about your dad and me. I worry about our fundamental ability to do this, and to do it well by supporting each other. We’re teeing up roles without even knowing it. I’m either working or getting ready for you, and he’s either working or climbing. I already see how my need to plan and prepare lets him do less of both.

I had a boyfriend before your dad who loved birds. One day we were lying in bed and he was telling me about blue jays. “The mamma birds, it’s their job to sit on the nest,” he told me. “It’s biological, just like humans.”

I left that boyfriend shortly thereafter. Now I’m the mamma bird.





April 4, 2016 From the Notepad | Twenty-Six Weeks and Three Days Pregnant


Today two strangers touched my belly. It would have been three had I not put a box in front of it at the post office to ward off my third interlocutor.

It is as if contributing to the human race makes you public property.

I am no different. My hands used to almost itch to hold someone else’s belly. I hope I asked. I think I did it then to try it on. I wonder if I will do it again to remember.

A note of clarification though: it’s women who want to touch me.

“That belly getting hard to haul around yet?” Rick, the owner of International Mountain Equipment, one of the US’s oldest and crustiest climbing gear shops, based near us in North Conway, New Hampshire, asked today. I stopped by to sell old ski-touring boots in my current empty-the-house pre-twins mania.

“Not yet,” I told him.

Rick shook his head. “Do you ever need to rest it?” he asked. Then he patted the counter. “You can prop it right here if so.”






April 16, 2016 Audio Journal | Twenty-Eight Weeks and One Day Pregnant


Hey guys,

You’re sitting outside in the sun, or the closest you can get to it with my shirt rolled up and my tummy exposed to collect all the spring New Hampshire warmth we can.

Today you two are twenty-eight weeks old in my belly. Which is a really big deal. Because this means that if you were born today (which you’re not going to be, because you’re going to be born in June), you would have a really good chance of survival.

Like I said, it’s a big deal. We did a really good job getting here.

This past week, you, my little girl, moved from being at the top of Mamma’s belly, on top of your brother, to being all the way down so you are eye-to-eye with him. Which hurt like hell, but that is not the point of this story.

Sometimes I can look down and see you two kick without feeling it. It looks like there are alien limbs coming out of my belly. It’s pretty wild to have four feet kicking me, and four knees and hands poking out all over the place. You, little boy, are big, big, big. You are tracking a full two weeks ahead in growth. And you, my dear little girl, are tracking just exactly at your number of weeks. So altogether we have a lot of baby in Mamma’s belly.

Today is a good day. Some days it’s a harder day, but today is a good day.

I love you, little nuggets. I’ve loved you from the start, and want you to always know that. Nowadays it’s just not as hard as it was back then to have you growing inside me. Nowadays I can let the love lead. And I love your dad. Which is a good thing because I think we’re going to need that, and more.






April 21, 2016 Audio Journal | Twenty-Eight Weeks and Six Days Pregnant


Maybe one day you will each have kids. Maybe one day it will help to listen to these audio files and hear what your mom thought when she was pregnant with you. Or maybe it will scare you shitless. Or maybe it will do both.

Perhaps it is supposed to do both.

I love you.

Today, we’re going to have a good drive to Twin Mountain, grab your Grandma Sarah (your Gramgram, as we’ve decided to call her), and go give a Namuli show at Williams College in Massachusetts. There’s a word in New Hampshire for the more poorly behaved Massachusens—Massholes!—which we’ll talk about when you’re a little older.





April 21, 2016 (Later) Audio Journal | Twenty-Eight Weeks and Six Days Pregnant


“What’s your next trip?”

“Do you have another movie coming soon?”

“Did you know when you were in college that this is what you’d do?”

Tonight, I stood in front of an audience of Williams College students fielding questions after I’d screened Namuli for them. Nobody asked about what was growing in my body or what might happen when you’re out on the other side.

It wasn’t the theater lighting. By Q&A time, it was plenty bright. Maybe they just didn’t see the now fifty pounds of belly protruding over my knees. When I was in college, had I ever encountered anyone who was pregnant? I couldn’t recall a single person, but I knew better than to assume I’d somehow spent four years of my life without seeing life about to arrive somewhere around me.

We choose what we see. We choose what matters.

“I’m also pregnant with twins,” I told the crowd. “This is my number one next trip,” I told us all.

After a beat I added, “That is, until I take them with me on a film tour in October when they’re three months old.”



I’m back in the hotel room brushing my teeth by eight thirty. My stomach pushes my nightgown up and out and exposes my crotch—something I had not noticed until I was sharing a room with your Gramgram. I grab my phone and send myself an email reminder to purchase a nursing-and-sleeping setup. And then I send another one about buying bigger underwear.





May 4, 2016 Letter | Thirty Weeks and Five Days Pregnant


In hindsight, choosing a birthing class seventy-five minutes away should have been a red flag.

Or maybe I should have just not talked.

Carla, the doula instructor, started us off with introductions. Name, how far along we were, and where we lived.

“I’m Mariana; I’m thirty-six weeks along,” began the first woman.

Before she could continue, I spoke up: “That’s it?”

Penny was next. “I’m thirty-five weeks—”

“But you’re tiny,” I interjected.

It was then that Peter grabbed my hand. I squeezed his back and tried to free my paw. He squeezed harder.



Later, on the drive home, we were stalled in construction traffic. Peter gave a heavy sigh.

“Babe,” he said. “That was not okay.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“I know I’m not a pregnant woman, but I cannot imagine anyone wants to be told their very significant pregnancy is less than yours.”

We started moving again, our Toyota Matrix rumbling over the torn-up asphalt. I braced my hands on my thighs and gasped.

“Okay over there?” he asked.

“Okay,” I said. At the next bump I put one hand on the roof and the other on one thigh as I peed onto the seat. Just a little.

“But seriously, they were tiny,” I said.

“Maybe try something other than ‘tiny’ next time.”

Ahead of us loomed eight more miles of alternating dirt and pavement.

“Or we can just not have a next time,” I said.

“Also a good idea,” Peter said.



I’d wanted that birthing class because it was through a birth center run by doulas. Once we were on a smooth road, I took out my phone and signed us up for a class with nurses at the hospital ten minutes from our house instead.






May 16, 2016 Letter | Thirty-Two Weeks and Three Days Pregnant


Dear McGoots and Toots,

I know, I promised new names. We will get there; we still have five weeks to come up with them. Five weeks until you launch yourselves into the outside world. Five weeks until I hold you in my arms instead of in my belly.

We are on a three-person journey every millisecond of every day—but it is the nights I want to talk to you about. It is the nights when I lie awake in the dark at eleven, one, three, and four, and I wonder just what we’re all getting ourselves into. Those are the moments when I need to feel you kick and squirm, and yet those are the moments when you’re most silent. And so from now on, I’m going to knock.
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