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Praise for

On the Ridge Between Life and Death

“In a remarkable reexamination of more than 40 years of groundbreaking ascents, Roberts reflects on the lives lost…and offers a brutally candid assessment of an avocation that has given him his ‘most piercing moments of joy.’ His is a fine achievement in adventure writing: Looming over the sweaty-palms-inducing accounts of high-altitude elan is the sober tone of someone who understands all too well the bitter cost of an often deadly pursuit.”

—Wook Kim, Entertainment Weekly

“Nobody alive writes better about mountaineering and its peculiar adherents than David Roberts, my mentor and friend of thirty-some years, and this is Professor Roberts’s magnum opus. Told with wrenching candor, On the Ridge Between Life and Death may disturb you, or even make you angry, but you will not be able to put it aside.”

—Jon Krakauer, author of Under the Banner of Heaven: A Story of Violent Faith and Into Thin Air: A Personal Account of the Mt. Everest Disaster

“More than a few readers will think of Jon Krakauer’s Into Thin Air as they delve into this bracing work….[the] balance of joy and terror is what makes Roberts’s book such an exhilarating read and an intense appraisal of a life spent on the edge.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

“(Critic’s Choice, * * * *): This is an addiction memoir like no other…. Without climbing, would [Roberts] have been a better husband, a better son? It takes another kind of courage just to ask the question.”

—Pope Brock, People

“A climber since his teens, [Roberts] argued that despite the deaths he had witnessed, climbing was worth the risks. Now in his sixties, he sets out to reexamine the tradeoffs. That he does not reach a satisfying conclusion is less important than his searing honesty in exploring this slippery metaphysical slope.”

—Jill Fredston, The Washington Post Book World

“A book of incredible self-examination and penitence that will captivate readers—climbers and nonclimbers alike.”

—Booklist

“David Roberts has crafted a work of staggering introspection, taking responsibility for his passion of bleeding-edge mountaineering. His probing honesty and penitent perspective have caused me to re-evaluate the risk-reward balance of my own passion.”

—Aron Ralston, author of Between a Rock and a Hard Place

“On the Ridge Between Life and Death presents the challenges, risks, and rewards of climbing in an honest and balanced light. In a brutally honest voice, Roberts seeks to answer the question of why we choose dangerous adventures.”

—Conrad Anker, coauthor of The Lost Explorer: Finding Mallory on Mount Everest

“The most extraordinary climbing memoir I have read. The eternally damnable question—why climb, and is it worth the risk?—is at the forefront of Roberts’s personal investigation. His answers may trouble, and inform, all climbers.”

—Greg Child, author of Over the Edge: The True Story of Four American Climbers’ Kidnap and Escape in the Mountains of Central Asia

“David Roberts has been an inspiration to at least two generations of mountaineers…. In this candid and insightful memoir, Roberts recounts his climbing career and ponders if the perils were worth the risks.”

—Larry Cox, Tucson Citizen

“[A] vivid and suspense-filled reexamination of [David Roberts’s] climbing life…. well-written and moving.”

—Karen Algeo Krizman, Rocky Mountain News

“Roberts’s book is a compelling read and one that begs the larger question for each of us: What makes life worth living?”

—Staci Matlock, Santa Fe New Mexican

“If you climb or are close to someone who does, you will find some striking familiar behaviors detailed as Roberts reveals the frequently messy interior of his heart…. Be prepared to dig into your own locked emotional closet as you contemplate his reconciliation of elation and pain brought on by his purest love: the mountains.”

—Chris Kalous, Climbing
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On the Ridge Between Life and Death





ONE

Gabe




THE TROUBLE BEGAN ON THE FIFTH PITCH. I handed Gabe our hardware—half a dozen soft-iron pitons and eight or nine carabiners dangling from a nylon sling—and said, “On belay.” Once again, I had been unable to drive a single piton for my anchor: instead, I had found a bucket-shaped hollow in the ruddy sandstone and sat in it with my back against the right wall, my feet braced against an opposing bulge.

Gabe started up the inside corner, angling left as the arching dihedral dictated his path. The going looked easy, for he was moving with that jerky efficiency that had become his forte during the last three months. My breath escaped in a sigh of well-being. Once again, we were launched on the flight that turned the neurotic thrum of ordinary life into a staccato pulse of purpose.

But there were no cracks for our pitons. That was the trouble with the First Flatiron—with all the Flatirons, those massive tilting slabs that stared east from Green Mountain over the mesas above Boulder. Eighty feet up, Gabe sidled left around a protruding arête and passed out of sight. Still he had placed no protection, so as I fed the rope out, I knew my belay was worthless.

The rope stopped. Gabe’s distant voice: “Should I go straight up? Or traverse left?”

We had been shouting too much on this climb—conferring from a hundred feet apart, as we had forced our way through the route’s odd intricacies. The elders in the Colorado Mountain Club who had taught us to climb early that spring had stressed the importance of economy in our shouted signals: “On belay!,” “Climbing!,” “Slack!,” “Up rope!”—the syllables apportioned so that even over a droning wind one call should never be mistaken for its opposite.

“Try to go straight up!” I yelled back. So the route had seemed to unfold, as I had studied it in binoculars from my home on Bluebell Avenue. Atop this pitch, I thought, we would have it made, with less than 200 feet of easy scrambling to the notch just below the summit.

The rope inched out again. Ten minutes later came Gabe’s call: “Off belay!”

With a sense of relief, I started up. It was a perfect summer day, pine sap wafting on the fickle breeze, warm sun slanting across the cliff, the whole of the First Flatiron to ourselves. Each wrinkle in the sandstone offered a toehold, each knob a handle to seize with my fingers. The rhythm of movement absorbed me.

The burden of my previous winter lifted: in the blue sky at the brow of our universe, an answer hovered. I need only struggle up to find it, turning fear into power, ambivalence into act. After this pitch, we could waltz to the top. Gabe would get back in plenty of time for his cousin’s birthday party.

As I climbed, the rope drooped unnaturally to my left. Despite my advice, Gabe must have continued his traverse, rather than heading straight up. Oh, well: I trusted his route-finding.

When I was fifty feet up, the rope began to drag at my waist. I pulled in about ten feet of slack, then moved farther up. Once again, the drag restrained me. This time when I pulled, no slack came. Somewhere the rope must be stuck. I peered left, and noticed, across forty feet of blank purple slab, a downward-pointing prong, beneath which the rope disappeared.

I stepped carefully left, hanging on to a horn with my right hand, to regain a few feet of slack. Taking the rope in my left hand, I swung it vigorously in a counterclockwise turn. A loop spun down the GoldLine cord, ebbing as it went. At the prong, it died. I tried several more times, but the rope was jammed fast.

On my tongue, I tasted the first trickle of dread.

 

It was July 9, 1961. I had turned eighteen a little more than a month before, Gabe Lee two months before that. We had taken minimum-wage jobs that summer between high school and college: I planted seedlings in the tundra at 12,000 feet for an alpine research lab, while Gabe peeled potatoes in a kitchen at the University of Colorado. We lived for the weekends, when we could climb together.

I had known Gabe since our kindergarten days at Uni Hill, and yet, how well did I really know him? I could picture him in third grade, hunkered in jeans fraying at the knees on the gravel playground, as he thumbed an aggie toward my vulnerable marble in our endless game of keepsies. I saw him in gym class at Baseline Junior High, gliding deep down the left sideline under a bomb hurled by Steve Green, our sandlot Johnny Unitas. And I saw him the previous fall on our Boulder High tennis team, as he gritted through a pivotal match against Fort Morgan, his lobs sailing astray in a blue wind out of the east, heavy with the sickly-sweet odor of the sugar-beet factories.

Gabe was shy. He kept his private self impermeable, deflecting any questions that veered toward the personal. When he talked, it was in that quick, jerky voice, the complement of the way he climbed—as if each sentence were a burst of weakness that he could not purge soon enough. And we, his classmates, cut him all the slack he needed: for, with his younger brother, Martin, and his sister, Marian, Gabe had grown up without a mother. Why, we had no idea. We never thought to ask.

Then, just three months before our climb on the First Flatiron, in March, driving on a freeway south of Houston, Gabe’s father had been hit from behind by a speeding drunk. His car had shot across the divider and collided with an oncoming vehicle. Gabe’s father had died in the hospital an hour later.

A week before his eighteenth birthday, Gabe had in effect become the head of his orphaned family. When he resurfaced at Boulder High after his week in purgatory, I mumbled my prepared formula: “I’m really sorry about what happened.”

“That’s okay,” Gabe said in his breathless syllables. “When can we go climbing?”

Gabe was an inch taller than I, at five eleven, with short brown hair swept left, a round face, and heavy eyebrows shielding his brown eyes. He was as thin as I was. He was smart in school, though not the scholar I fancied myself. At first, I had been the better rock climber; but he had improved so rapidly in the last two months that now he routinely took the leads of which I was leery.

On weekends through May and June, Gabe and I had gone after all five Flatirons. The Colorado Mountain Club mentors who had given us our lessons on five successive Saturdays had taken us up the Second Flatiron as our graduation exercise, then turned us loose into the labyrinth of our half-mastered craft. Gabe and I had done the standard routes on the First and Third, at the time the most popular climbs near Boulder. It was the Fourth and Fifth Flatirons that remained obscure, and, as we roped up at their bases, we had no idea where our predecessors had gone, or how hard the climbing might prove. With those forays had come a new, deeper enthusiasm, that of explorers setting out upon uncharted oceans. And on the Fifth Flatiron several weeks before, Gabe had led a dauntingly smooth pitch without placing a single piton—his finest effort yet. I knew that I wouldn’t have had the guts to try it myself.

Early that morning in July, I had called Gabe up with my plan. “I want to try the First, but not the standard route,” I told him over the phone. “I’ve been looking at a line on the left. It goes pretty much straight from the bottom of the cliff to the summit. Maybe eight or nine pitches. It’s possible nobody’s done it.”

Gabe had hesitated; I heard talk in the background about a birthday party. “We can get back by five,” I exhorted. “We’re fast. It’ll be a great thing to do.”

 

“The rope’s stuck!” I yelled. “Pull!”

Gabe pulled, to no avail. Later I would wonder whether the effort had only jammed the GoldLine tighter under the downward-pointing prong.

The dread on my tongue blossomed in a wave of malaise, which I tried to swallow down. An obvious course of action loomed. I could try to traverse to the snag, free it, and climb straight up to Gabe. But as I gazed at the frighteningly smooth tract of no-man’s-land that lay between me and the prong, I knew that I couldn’t climb it. At some point, I would fall, whipping down and then left as forty feet of slack abetted my plunge. The brunt would come in a sudden, wrenching jerk. If it were forceful enough, and if Gabe, like me, had been unable to place an anchor piton, that jerk could pull him off his ledge. Alternatively, if the 3/8-inch rope were wedged across a sharp edge, there was a chance that it would sever on impact.

My mind raced. I looked hard at the smooth slab, searching for nubbins that would hold the sharp rubber edges of my rock shoes. But there was nothing.

I could think of only one other thing to do. As I contemplated that choice, a gust of pure nausea chilled me. With careful fingers, I untied from the end of the rope. Gathering up as much of the GoldLine as I could, I made three small coils. Then, awkwardly, I hung on with my left hand while I cocked my right arm, like a discus thrower, and flung the coils as hard as I could into the void. “Pull!” I screamed at Gabe.

What I had hoped to accomplish was to snap the line loose from the prong with the force of my throw. If that worked, Gabe could simply pull the rope up to his ledge. Reunited there, we would tie in once more and get on with our crawl toward the summit.

I took two deep breaths, then started climbing, unroped, up to Gabe. For the next eight or ten minutes, I concentrated so hard on the sandstone beneath my feet and hands that the rest of the world vanished. I made each move with an exaggerated, stodgy caution, hesitating before I dared transfer my weight. I could not afford the slightest misstep.

In the myopia of my concentration, however, I must have taken a route different from the one Gabe had followed. A hundred and twenty feet out, I saw no sign of him. At last I stood on a generous, rounded shelf. Above me, the going looked easy. “Where are you?” I called.

“Right here!” His voice was so close it startled me. He must have been only fifteen feet below me and to the left, yet an intervening bulge had eclipsed him from my sight. “It’s still stuck!”

The nausea returned. What could we do? Briefly, I toyed with a humiliating scenario. We could call for help, hoping to catch the ear of some hiker on the Mesa Trail below. Then wait for hours, stranded on our separate ledges, as experts from the Rocky Mountain Rescue Group climbed up the back of the First Flatiron and down the face till they could lower us a rope. Yet I knew I could never bring myself to take that course. In the mountains, as all the climbing narratives I had read since I was twelve made clear, you got yourself out of trouble.

“Can you set up a rappel?” I yelled.

“No!” answered Gabe. “I can’t get anything in.”

What could we do? Then, from the depths of our predicament, Gabe delivered the answer. “I think I can climb down to it!” he yelled.

A tide of relief engulfed me. Gabe would do the hard work, just as he had volunteered to take the scariest leads on the Fourth and Fifth Flatirons. “Be careful,” I pleaded, then sat down to wait.

 

That summer, it was not college that loomed on my horizon. It was the north face of Grand Teton, up in Wyoming—the August test of all that I should have learned about rock and balance and nerve. The Grand scared me, and yet I longed for it with a passion as sharp as first love. Somewhere on that great wall, I might find the signposts that could guide me out of the benightment of myself.

For two years before the Colorado Mountain Club had taught me the rudiments of rope and piton, I had hiked in the Colorado mountains, gradually taking on more and more difficult challenges. The previous August, I had made a solo traverse of the Maroon Bells; that December, a long scramble in a blizzard up the sharp, notched east ridge of Pacific Peak in the Tenmile Range.

I would never, however, have dared approach such a storied wall as the north face of the Grand, had another schoolmate—the most accomplished climber in our Boulder High crowd, with two solid years of rope craft under his belt—not invited me. Though Jock (not his real name) and I had never been friends, he had taken notice of my bold mountain scrambles and had approached me when his regular partner had backed out.

My final exam had come just the month before, in June, when Jock and I climbed the east face of Longs Peak. On that 2,000-foot wall, I had led the hardest pitch, and when, exhausted, only 400 feet below the summit, Jock had started to lose his cool as he kicked steps up a snow couloir that was ready to avalanche, I had talked him back to calm proficiency.

As skillfully as Gabe scaled the cliffs we tackled together, Jock and I never considered including him in our plans for the Grand; for before the previous week, Gabe had had no mountain experience at all. That Sunday, he and I had barged unroped up a dangerous chimney on Mount of the Holy Cross, in the Sawatch Range. Unacclimatized, Gabe had trailed behind all day, pausing to plant a forearm on his knee and gasp for breath. On the summit, he threw up; but only moments later he blurted out an uncharacteristic confession of the overarching joy the climb had brought him.

As we had rested there at 14,000 feet, Gabe said that he had finished the copy of Annapurna that I had lent him. I had first read the book some years before. Maurice Herzog’s grim tale of frostbitten fingers and toes sacrificed to the first conquest of an 8,000-meter peak had paradoxically infused me with my passion for ascent. In the ecstatic redemption the Frenchman had found as he languished in his hospital bed, I divined a mystic alternative to the dreary plod of Baseline Junior High.

Atop Holy Cross, still dizzy with altitude, Gabe struggled to express a kindred transport. “Those guys,” he said, “Terray and Lachenal and the rest—what they did was incredible. The whole thing is just so inspiring.” He paused, looking out at other Sawatch summits. “We gotta do more stuff like this, Dave,” he said.

 

For ten minutes, I sat on my shelf, staring east over the straw-colored plains. Lazy cumulus clouds sailed far above, riding the breeze over the crest of the Front Range. It was still a perfect day, warmer than it had been all morning, though the sun had nothing to do with the clammy sweat on my palms. I guessed that it was three o’clock. Still time to get back for the birthday party, if things worked out….

I could not stay silent. “How’s it going?” I called, trying to sound calm.

Gabe’s voice was much farther away, the words strung even tighter than usual. But the news was joyous. “I’ve got the rope!”

“Way to go!” I yelled. “Coil it up.”

“No, I’ll just drape it over my shoulder.” Gabe had always been impatient. In the circumstances, I could hardly blame him. “I’m going to go up a different way.”

That last remark disturbed me. It was almost always easier to climb up a pitch than down it. Having successfully descended to the snag, why didn’t Gabe simply reverse the moves as he climbed back up? Something on that line must have bothered him. Be careful, Gabe, I pleaded silently.

Again I waited. Throughout the process, I had caught not a glimpse of my friend: the bulge ten feet beneath me blocked out much of the lower face of the Flatiron. And again, to wait and say nothing was agony. “How’s it going?” I yelled for the second time.

Gabe’s voice had an unfamiliar, choked urgency. “I just got past a hard place,” he said, “but now it’s easier.” I guessed that he had climbed to within twenty-five feet of my shelf of safety. My brain whispered, Bring up the rope, Gabe, and we’ll be all right.

I waited and stared. Far out, above the plains, a hawk danced in circles on an updraft, mocking our gravity-bound plight. The sun blazed on my back and neck.

A sound I had never heard before seized my ears, yet I knew at once what it was. It was the sound of cloth sliding against rock.

“Dave!” Gabe screamed.

I lurched upright, holding a knob with one hand, straining forward to peer over the brow of the eclipsing ledge. For the first time in half an hour, I saw Gabe, forty feet below me. He was rolling and sliding down the smooth, steep slab, the rope whirling about his body like an unraveling ball of yarn. “Grab something!” I yelled.

Gabe’s cry came up to me, even as his body accelerated away: “No! Oh, no!” He began to bounce, the terrible arc of his trajectory longer after each impact. Four hundred feet below, he sailed upside down through the empty air, hit the cliff headfirst, and was flung into the treetops at the base of the Flatiron.

Only seconds had passed. Silence reclaimed Green Mountain—but my blood was roaring in my ears. I forced myself to breathe.

It was impossible that Gabe had survived such a fall. And yet if there was the slightest chance…

The Colorado Mountain Club training came to me unbidden. As loud as I could, I yelled “Help!” in successive bursts of three. After a few repetitions, a voice from below answered me: “Help coming!” It turned out that two observers had watched Gabe’s fall, one (the patriarch of the Rocky Mountain Rescue Group) through binoculars from his home on the south edge of Boulder.

Now I knew with absolute certainty what I had to do. I must sit and wait for the rescue that, a few minutes before, had loomed as a humiliation. There was nothing I could do for Gabe. The worst scenario would be to compound the disaster with a fall of my own. I sat down on my ledge.

Within seconds, I was back on my feet, headed up the last 200 feet of the Flatiron. To sit and wait, with the film clip of Gabe’s plunge playing over and over before my eyes, was impossible. Adrenaline drove me upward. My scrambling was almost out of control, a scuttling jog from hold to hold.

Minutes later, I stood on the summit of the Flatiron. I had been there before, setting up a rappel off the overhanging back side. I knew there was a tricky down climb somewhere on the south, so I set out to find it.

Now adrenaline served to calm me. I made the moves, traversing right at the crux, muttering under my breath, “Don’t blow it here.” The moment I reached solid earth, I started running down the gully between the First and Second Flatirons.

I met the first rescuer, who looked as wild-eyed as I felt, near the base. “Where is he?” he cried.

“In the trees!”

For five minutes we searched, as one by one, other rescuers arrived. Our inability to find Gabe seemed to add a cruel insult to the blow the cliff had dealt him. I crashed through downed trees and slipped on moss-covered talus as, fueled by desperation, I sought my friend.

At last I heard a call: “Here he is!”

A rescuer led me to the spot. Gabe lay facedown on a pine-needled slope, his limbs bent in positions no living person could have struck. A big swath of blue jeans had torn away, baring one buttock, scraped and raw with blood.

I could not bring myself to touch Gabe’s body. I slumped to the ground, caught my head in my hands, and gave myself up to the sobbing that the last thirty minutes of terror had kept at bay.








TWO

The Vacant Lot




WHAT SEEMED LIKE HOURS LATER—BUT IT CANNOT have been that long, for the sun in the west was still spreading its benediction over the perfect July day—a policeman led me up the front walk on Bluebell Avenue. My mother came to the door, grasped the situation in an instant, and burst into tears.

Shortly before, someone from Gabe’s house had called in annoyance, wondering why Gabe was late for the birthday party. Now my father took on the task of telephoning and breaking the news. Years later, he would tell me that it was the hardest thing he had ever done.

The newspapers put the accident on the front page. As was the norm in those days, when the general public had no comprehension of the arcane business of mountain climbing, the reporters garbled everything. The Rocky Mountain News quoted the Boulder County coroner, who claimed that I had told him not only that Gabe and I were still roped together as the accident began to unfold, but that we had reached an “overhang” 100 feet below the summit, where (insisted the coroner)


Roberts said he made his way around the overhanging rock by means of handholds already carved in the sheer cliff and then went on to the summit.

He said Lee called out to him to release the rope. Roberts watched his companion coil the rope over his left shoulder and begin working his way horizontally out from beneath the overhang.

Suddenly, Roberts said, the youth fell without a cry.



 

(I have no memory of ever speaking to the coroner, who must have gotten this nonsensical account of Gabe’s fall thirdhand.)

Boulder’s Daily Camera published a picture of the Flatiron with a dotted line that fairly accurately traced Gabe’s plunge, ending in a Maltese cross in the treetops. In the opposite column Gabe and I appeared in our high school yearbook photos. Crew-cut, neatly dressed in jacket and tie, we sport identical grins as we seem to contemplate our limitless futures. The Camera’s version of the accident was as confused as the News’s:

Roberts was above Lee near the top of the 800-foot, steep rock formation. Unable to get the rope untangled, Lee called to Roberts and asked him to “unrope.” Roberts untied the rope from himself and threw it down to Lee. It was at this point that Lee fell.


The Camera reporter also found a hiker on the Mesa Trail, identified as a Mountain Park patrolman, who claimed “he watched Lee and Roberts climb earlier in the afternoon and heard them chattering back and forth. He said he tried to ‘warn the boys to come down about 3 or 3:30.’”

The reason for his warning, this witness declared, was that “experienced mountain climbers usually don’t banter back and forth as Lee and Roberts were doing.” Whether or not the man had concocted his I-told-you-so story out of thin air, Gabe and I never heard anyone calling to us from the mesa. Our “bantering” had been all about the route and the scarcity of piton cracks.

Perhaps as a corrective to these maledictions and inanities in the public record, my father urged me to put down on paper my own account of what had happened on the First Flatiron. I still have my two-and-a-half-page report, dutifully typed up on my Hermes portable like a term paper, complete with my own “analysis” of what Gabe and I might have done wrong.

There was a memorial service at a Boulder chapel. Of this undoubtedly lugubrious event, I retain not a jot of recollection.

A few days after the accident, Jock came by my house. “The thing you’ve got to do,” he said, squinting with acumen, “is get right back on the rock.” He was still counting on me for the north face of the Grand Teton in August.

We drove up Flagstaff Mountain and parked next to the Cookie Jar, a lumpy spike of sandstone some twenty-five feet tall. Jock soloed up the easiest route, then sat on top to belay me from above. The moment I touched the rock, I started trembling. Jock hauled me in with vicious tugs, and I floundered to the top, my moves a lurching travesty of climbing technique. Jock waved away my distress: “That’s okay, it’ll come back.”

At the end of the week, I returned to my job planting seedlings for the alpine lab. To my puzzlement, not one of my colleagues, not even the two or three fellow climbers among the gang, said a word about what had happened. It was as if the very subject were taboo. Faced with their silence, I started to internalize Gabe’s death, like a shameful secret.

Yet at the same time, I still planned to go with Jock to the Grand. To back out, I thought, with a logic more emotional than rational, would prove just how pointless Gabe’s death had been. I do not remember even discussing the question with my parents.

At this point came a crucial intervention. Although in the spring of 1961, Gabe had become my regular climbing partner, he was not my best friend. For years, I had spent much of my free time with Paul, a witty, athletic prankster—just a month earlier, he had been voted Class Clown at Boulder High—whose dour parents had fled Hitler’s Germany just before the outbreak of World War II. Paul and I had in fact been buddies since kindergarten, partners in all sorts of adolescent delinquency, and a two-man touch football team of some aplomb. Yet, although Paul aspired to become a professional race car driver (his hero was the Argentine Grand Prix champion Juan-Manuel Fangio), he thought mountaineering sheer insanity. Clued in as no one else was to the psychic chaos I was keeping beneath the surface, he took me aside one day in late July and pleaded with me not to go to Wyoming. At last he made a deal: if I backed out of the Grand, he would join me on a four-day hiking traverse of the Gore Range in August—even though Paul had never spent a night in a sleeping bag farther afield than his own backyard.

It was the push I needed. I called Jock and invited him over for a talk. We sat on my front porch as I told him I couldn’t go to the Grand. “I’m just a mess,” I said wretchedly. “I wouldn’t be any use on the north face.”

He glared at me, stood up and walked away, pausing to spit back, “You rat fink.” We never spoke again.

In the end, Jock recruited another partner, but the two of them got weathered off the Grand low on the wall. At the end of August, Paul and I backpacked in from State Highway 9 toward Eagles Nest and Mount Powell. The second day, a freak late-summer storm moved in. We topped out on Powell in a blind fog, the temperature below freezing. By our last day we were stumbling in a blizzard through calf-deep snow down Booth Creek, having slept not a minute in our soaked sleeping bags the night before (we had neglected to bring a rain fly for the tent). Paul thought there was a reasonable chance of perishing, but I felt oddly elated. Mere hypothermia held no terrors comparable to those of the precipice.

In early September, I flew back east to go to college. At Harvard, I planned to major in mathematics and go out for the tennis team. With my new roommates, I pored over the Radcliffe freshman register, wondering how I might get up the nerve to talk to any of the girls whose smug, preppie portraits beamed from the slick pages.

It had been two months since I had spoken to anyone about Gabe. Even during our soggy ordeal in the Gore Range, Paul and I had avoided the subject. In that indelible moment in early July, when I had walked, exhausted, toward the front door on Bluebell Avenue, escorted by the policeman, to unleash my mother’s flood of tears, I had forged in my unconscious a deep conviction that something besides tragedy had occurred on the First Flatiron. It was as though I had committed a crime, and been caught in the act.

In the subsequent weeks, the silence of my colleagues at the alpine lab had reinforced that conviction. By September, Gabe was buried deep, a guilty secret I was determined to keep hidden from view. In backing out of the Grand Teton, I had made, I thought, a life-altering choice. Whether or not mountain climbing truly offered the mystic alternative to the dreary plod of daily life I had divined in the pages of Herzog’s Annapurna, it was not for me. Gabe’s last words, shouted to the darkening sky—“No! Oh, no!”—were all the proof I needed.

Then, one evening in September, I made the mistake of dropping by the Lowell House common room. There, shortly after dinner, the school newspaper had informed me, the initial fall meeting of the Harvard Mountaineering Club would take place.

 

Contrary to my inklings early that autumn of 1961, I have continued to climb cliffs and mountains. Today, past the age of sixty, I would no longer call myself a serious climber: but I am a climber, and I’ve never let more than six or seven months go by without roping up with some comrade and launching out on some route I had never before touched.

For seventeen of those years, climbing was the most important thing in my life. In my twenties and early thirties, I co-led thirteen expeditions in as many years to unclimbed mountains and walls all over Alaska and the Yukon, making dozens of first ascents. During that span, mountaineering anchored my very identity, my sense of self. Far more than as a student, a grad student, or a professor, I thought of myself during those years first and last as a climber. As such, I belonged to a worldwide fraternity of kindred fanatics whom I regarded as supplying an ideal model for friendship and common purpose.

This, despite the fact that by the age of twenty-two I had been the firsthand witness not only of Gabe’s death on the First Flatiron, but of two further fatal accidents, costing a total of three more lives. The second came in March 1965, when two experienced veterans, Dan Doody and Craig Merrihue, fell roped together out of Pinnacle Gully on Mount Washington in New Hampshire. As the first potential rescuer to arrive on the scene, I spent a futile hour trying to revive Merrihue with mouth-to-mouth resuscitation. My companions and I then hauled the two bodies down to Pinkham Notch.

The final accident occurred only four months thereafter, on the descent from the west face of Mount Huntington—the finest climb of my life—when, in the dusk of an Alaskan midnight, my partner Ed Bernd got on rappel. Though he was standing next to me, I do not to this day know what went wrong. Somehow the rappel anchor failed, and Ed plunged without a word down a 4,000-foot precipice to the lower Tokositna Glacier. I had to descend solo without a rope to our next camp, then wait through two days of storm before Matt Hale and Don Jensen (whom I had begun to fear dead as well) climbed down to join me and learned about the tragedy. We were never able even to search for Ed’s body.

In 1979, when I gave up teaching to write full-time, it was via articles about mountaineering that I first gained entrée to the mainstream magazines. My expertise in climbing served as the pedestal for a career that eventually broadened to embrace archaeology, history, anthropology, biography, exploration, and other forms of adventure.

In 1980, in Outside magazine, I published “Moments of Doubt,” which remains today my best known and most anthologized essay. The piece was an attempt to come to grips, fifteen years after Huntington, with those three early fatal accidents, and to explain why I kept climbing after Ed Bernd’s death. The essay was in essence an apologia for the climbing life (my tentative title was “Worth the Risk”).

Almost twenty years later, I began to have second thoughts about what I wrote in “Moments of Doubt”—in no small part because of various readers’ reactions to that piece. As a writer, moreover, I had occasion to interview some of the world’s outstanding mountaineers, from Reinhold Messner to Lynn Hill to Ed Viesturs and the like. Pondering their justifications for the extreme risks they routinely took gave me a new perspective on my own trajectory as a climber.

This memoir is thus a reassessment of my 1980 apologia, an attempt de novo to weigh against each other what the great Victorian climber Alfred Mummery called “the pleasures and penalties of mountaineering.”

At the heart of my inquiry is an attempt to answer what I consider the two fundamental questions that a passionate pursuit of routes and summits inevitably poses: “Why do we climb mountains?” and “How do we justify the risk and the inevitable tragedy climbing entails?” Oddly enough, it has taken me until now to see that the way climbers (including myself, in “Moments of Doubt”) usually grapple with these questions is ultimately solipsistic. Climbers tend to answer those queries solely in reference to themselves, as if the impact of a death in the mountains on those who cared most about the victim were irrelevant, or at most an unfortunate by-product of the tragedy. For such apologists, “Is it worth the risk?” reduces to a much simpler and less interesting question: “Do I get enough rewards from climbing to justify the chance of dying?” (“Do the thrills outweigh the terrors?”)

To explain, however, why I didn’t turn my back on mountaineering after Gabe’s death, I need to go back and figure out just what kind of person I had already become by the age of eighteen—for in the tangles of childhood and adolescence, I am sure, lies the camouflaged answer.

 

Born in 1943, I spent my first five years not in Boulder, but in Climax, Colorado, where one of the world’s richest molybdenum deposits had given birth to a mining camp. At 11,300 feet, Climax was the highest town in the United States. Having completed his Ph.D. work in astronomy at Harvard, my father was delegated in 1940 to cart the first coronagraph ever deployed in the Western Hemisphere to Fremont Pass on the Continental Divide, where he established the High Altitude Observatory. (A coronagraph is a telescope that artificially eclipses the sun, allowing its coronal atmosphere to be observed—a feat previously possible only during rare, brief total eclipses.)

At first, my parents embraced the alien wilderness into which they had so abruptly been plunged. In summertime, they scrambled up several 13,000-foot peaks—Mounts Bartlett, Fletcher, and McNamee—but one day an impetuous companion from the molybdenum mine got far ahead of them on a steep talus slope and accidentally dislodged a boulder. Rolling, then bouncing erratically down the incline, the boulder narrowly missed my mother. She never climbed another mountain.

My father learned to ski and joined the Fremont Pass emergency patrol. Called out in early spring to probe the debris of a nearby avalanche, Dad helped dig out the corpse of a local man who had been caught in the slide. Like my mother’s close call, this brush with mortality turned my father away from mountaineering for good.

Knowing no other world than the Mosquito Range, whose soaring ridges enclosed my life, and ignorant of the mementi mori that had so chastened my parents, I heard in my infancy only the siren song of the mountains. An alpine meadow was my front yard, across which scuttled, instead of chipmunks and squirrels, conies and marmots that pierced the thin air with their shrill whistles before they ducked into holes they had burrowed in the tundra. On July afternoons, I lolled among the primrose and forget-me-nots, caressed by the sun whose thermonuclear secrets my father probed with his coronagraph. Safe in my bed, I listened to the tormented howls of timber wolves at dawn, over on Ceresco Ridge. In the morning, I would stare at the sharp summit of 14,142-foot Mount Democrat, impossibly far away, its north face still choked with winter snowfields, and wonder, What is it like up there? What can you see?

To his friends, my father was known as Walt, but professionally, he insisted on Walter Orr Roberts, after some early mentor had convinced him that “Walter Roberts” was too common a name to stamp the distinguished scientist he planned to become. I was only two at the time, but my mother later told me that Dad’s thirtieth birthday was an occasion of agony for him. He believed in his bones the truth of the old canard that in pure science, if you haven’t made your great discovery by the age of thirty, you will never make it. By thirty, Dad had filmed the largest solar prominence ever seen, and he had discovered elusive jets of gas flung from the sun’s polar regions, which he named spicules. But these did not amount to the great breakthrough he craved.

My mother, Janet Smock, had wanted to be a writer, publishing well-wrought short stories in the literary magazine at Wheaton College in Massachusetts. Her ambition, however, was no match for my father’s. After marrying Walter Orr Roberts, she devoted herself for the next twenty years to raising a family.

In 1948, we moved to Boulder, where Dad allied his observatory with the University of Colorado. By the age of five, I had internalized my father’s drive and perfectionism. From kindergarten on, I burned with a fervor to outperform all the other kids in my class in whatever combat lay at hand. Intellectually, in the small pond that was University Hill School, I could nurse the delusion that I might prevail: I got straight As and won all the spelling bees and arithmetic contests our teachers inflicted on us.

The competitive rage that anchored my life was correspondingly grandiose. As soon as I grew aware of the larger world, my cherished ambition was to be the best at something. Not just the best in Boulder—the best in the world. The first realm on which I fastened this dark fantasy was baseball. Pee Wee Reese, the Brooklyn Dodgers’ shortstop, became my hero, but my paragon was Ty Cobb, who was at least as real to me as any active player. Cobb’s own rage to be best stood as a shining lesson in the will to excel. The trouble was that I wasn’t even the best baseball player in second grade—let alone Boulder or the world. Both Donnie Owen and Butch Teegarden could clout a slow-pitch hardball fifty feet farther than my best pokes, and Jim Bartlett was a slicker fielder of hot ground balls. My response to this intolerable truth was characteristic. Though I had played Little League and Pony League, in junior high school I didn’t go out for the team. Instead, well into adolescence, I played a different game nearly every day in the vacant lot on the corner of Bluebell and 18th Street. Though weedy and strewn with small boulders, this patch of turf served as Ebbets Field for our neighborhood gang of twelve or fifteen kids. Because I was the oldest of all those kids, I became a tyrant, the organizer of all the games, the arbiter of rules, first-up and first-choose.

The chief rule that I imposed was that any ball hit out of the lot, even on the ground, was an out. I became, like Cobb, a master of the place hit, punching a soft liner down the rightfield line where Kenny Woodward could be counted on not to get it back to the infield fast enough to keep me from reaching third base. In this absurdly circumscribed parody of baseball, I became at least the best in the neighborhood.

As a child, I had little talent for comradeship. On a psychological questionnaire we were given one year in school, I answered the query “What kinds of friends do you like to have?” by indicating that I didn’t care if I had any friends, as long as I had people to beat in games. I usually had a best buddy, such as Paul, but never a regular gang to hang out with. And not until I turned sixteen did I muster the courage to attempt a girlfriend.

Children are oddly obtuse about what is going on with their parents. My father, at first, had seemed capable of a parental charade. He had taught my brother Alan, a year younger, and me to fly-fish. At the age of eight, when I caught my first trout, in the inlet to Twin Lakes below Independence Pass, I had carried the trophy hidden in a wet sneaker back to our car camp to present to my mother (who hated everything to do with camping, even when supplemented by our Plymouth station wagon). Dad had played ball with me in our front yard, tossing grounders and swatting fungoes. Increasingly, though, after we moved to Boulder, he was too busy to play.

When I was still very young, my mother turned to me for the intimacy she could not extract from my father. At the age of five, I endured a frightening morning, when my mother would not stop weeping. What was the matter, I asked. She stifled her sobs, held me tight, and said, “Your father’s going to Europe for a whole month. I don’t know if I can get through it. You’re going to have to be the daddy while he’s gone.”

In certain fundamental ways, my parents were incompatible. Dad loved classical music and wildflowers, both of which left Mom unmoved; in turn, she could quote Keats and Swinburne and Housman by the yard, while to Dad, literature was a blank.

The most serious incompatibility between my parents had to do with their feelings about home. My father was at his most alive when he was dashing around the world talking to scientists. He made many trips to Russia, and Lake Baikal became his favorite place on the globe.

At the end of each trip, however, as he flew into Denver’s Stapleton Airport to be picked up by my mother, Dad would crash hard. The drive home passed in a wordless torpor. Invariably, on his first day home, my father would develop a migraine headache so severe he had to take to his bed. He could gain relief only after six or eight hours, when, sweating with pain, he threw up into the toilet bowl.

For Mom, on the other hand, travel had no appeal. In the late 1950s, she made her first professional foray beyond the circle of our family, getting involved in local politics. Boulder became her universe. Though she spoke and read French well, Mom had no desire ever to take a trip to France—let alone to Lake Baikal.

In a less overt way, my mother conveyed to me the deep-seated fear that to venture out into the world was to risk harm and even death. Home was the only safe place.

I could hardly, then, have been caught in the crossfire of a more profoundly mixed message than the one my parents unwittingly conveyed. For Dad, home was poisonous. For Mom, hiking out the front door was fraught with peril. One day when I was twelve or thirteen, Mom and I locked horns in some bitter dispute. In a fury, I fled our house, walked up Bluebell Avenue and onto a faint path that gained the mesa above town, then headed south on the well-worn Mesa Trail. Dusk turned to dark, but I marched on at a pace that was nearly a jog. In the night I could barely tell where the trail was. A couple of miles out, I blundered headlong into a barbed wire fence, tearing a nasty gash just above my right knee.

Spurting blood, I hobbled home, where my mother, seeing what had happened, gasped in dismay, then took me to a doctor for bandaging and a tetanus shot. My dash into the dangerous night had proved her unspoken point.

Just as, from an early age, I had taken on my father’s puritan ambition rather than my mother’s craving for intimacy, so in adolescence it was Dad’s sense of home as poisonous that infused my spirit. Each evening on Bluebell Avenue came to seem a minor ordeal: the dinner of frozen fish sticks or chicken à la king on toast my mother whipped up, the episodes of I Love Lucy and I Led Three Lives on our new TV, before which Alan and my sister, Jenny (three years younger), and my second brother, Jonny (eight years younger), sat in rapt absorption.

During two junior high years, I devised a nightly escape from that trial by family. Dad had bought me a three-and-a-half-inch reflecting telescope. At first, in deference to his own professional specialty, I charted sunspots with it, but it was the night sky that enthralled me. In those days, the atmosphere was still so clear in Colorado that from my backyard, I could easily make out stars of the sixth magnitude (the faintest that can be seen with the naked eye).

I began spending two hours every clear evening, even in the dead of winter, with my telescope. I decided to specialize in double stars. At first I sought out the pairs extolled in my father’s battered old copy of Olcott’s Field Book of the Skies, but I graduated to “discovering” my own double stars, which I charted on an atlas of the heavens and recorded in a notebook. I invented a diamond-grid symbol for “my” double stars and numbered them in order of discovery. In my notebook I jotted down laconic comments: “Trouble seeing the companion,” or, “Main star is blue-white.”

Somehow I must have been aware that this collector’s mania had nothing to do with real astronomy. With my telescope, there was no way to tell a true double (in which the stars revolve around each other) from an accidental one (in which a pair of stars at vast distances from each other happen to be aligned as seen from Earth). I entered my “project” in a science fair, where, even as he awarded me first prize, a colleague of my father’s seemed aghast at the sheer energy I had poured into this theoretically useless fetish.

But after two years I was burned out on double stars. Another passion took the place of backyard astronomy. Recognizing that I had a certain precocity in mathematics, my father arranged for me to be tutored after school by a lecturer in math at the university. Mr. Householder’s specialty was number theory, and soon I was happily awash in the half-charted seas of prime numbers and the Fibonacci Series. At Boulder High, in geometry class, we rehashed Euclid’s easier theorems, but at 4:00 once a week, in Mr. Householder’s cramped office in the Hellems Building at the university, I laid out the conjectures I had spent the previous six days gnawing on. “Mmm,” he would say, squinting at my equations, “now how might we go about proving that?”

At home, I sequestered myself in my bedroom with pencil and paper for hours every evening, finding there an escape from family every bit as effective as the backyard telescope. Ty Cobb was no longer my paragon. I brooded instead on Pierre de Fermat, jotting his lightning theorem in the margin of Diophantus; on Leonhard Euler, blindly traversing the seven bridges of Königsberg; on Evariste Galois, staying up all night before the duel that would take his life at twenty, scribbling down the equations that would ensure his immortality.

The staleness that had crept into sandlot baseball and backyard double stars saved me from the kind of narcissistic monomania that might have turned me into a lifelong stamp collector. Somehow I knew that the soft triple eluding Kenny Woodward’s grasp, the thirty-fourth “new” double star in Cygnus, were dead ends, that the real games were played in Fenway Park and at Mount Palomar. But the game of number theory that I entered into in Mr. Householder’s office was, I sensed, the real thing. After, at age seventeen, I published a paper in the American Mathematical Monthly (“A Theorem in the Farey Series”), I could cherish for several more years the illusion that I could play in the big leagues with Galois and Euler.

Thus at age fifteen and sixteen, the life I led most deeply was entirely in my head. As a kid, I had loved sports; at Boulder High, I dreaded gym class. Yet in lieu of sports, a certain physical restlessness disturbed the repose of the number theory sanctum I had built in my bedroom. At fifteen, I would no longer have answered the question on the grade school psychological questionnaire the same way. Now, I would have said that I didn’t care if I had any friends, as long as I had interesting ways to be alone.

The solution to that restlessness came on Green Mountain, the graceful, forested peak that towers 2,700 feet above Boulder on the southwest. In ninth grade, I started hiking its trails, almost always alone. Striding among the pines and spruces, with birdsong the only accompaniment to my ragged breathing, I calculated Mersenne primes in my head. To deepen its challenge, I climbed Green Mountain in the winter and at night.

In a sense, I was fetishizing the peak in the same way that I had my double stars and my vacant lot baseball. I kept careful track of the number of my ascents, and set personal record times on various routes. Yet it was not so much a collector’s mania that obsessed me on Green Mountain, as the fantasy that I had found a private wilderness where I could be myself as I could not at school or home. I had discovered secret places all over the mountain, where I would sit and drink in the glory and silence of nature.

By tenth grade, I had made some fifty ascents of Green Mountain, with scarcely a foray to another peak. But from the summit, as I sat catching my breath, I stared west at the Indian Peaks, 5,000 feet higher than my lofty perch, often covered with snow, and felt a wild longing to explore. In the classic mountaineering accounts I had checked out of the public library since the age of twelve, I had devoured the exploits and tragedies of Germans on Nanga Parbat and Frenchmen on Annapurna as I had the sleuthing of the Hardy Boys. But of course, I was convinced, I could never go on a real expedition to a real mountain in the remote ranges: only gods such as Hermann Buhl and Lionel Terray were admitted to those Olympian realms.

Still, from the summit of Green Mountain, I could see Longs Peak looming in the northwest. I knew that the blank, vertical upper 1,000 feet of its savage east face, a cliff called the Diamond, had never been climbed. I could almost picture myself standing beneath it, like the French beneath Annapurna, scanning its impassive granite shield with binoculars. And one day, winding down a trailless gully on the side of Green Mountain that faced Boulder, I passed between the First and Second Flatirons. I stopped in my tracks halfway down the gully, to gaze at the giant leaning slab of the First Flatiron on my left. I felt the itch to set hand and foot on it.

For the first time, I tasted the rapture of the abyss, as I tried to imagine the skill and nerve it would take to launch out onto that sea of sandstone.








THREE

Lisa




AND THEN, IN TENTH GRADE, I FELL IN LOVE.

Lisa (not her real name) was a new arrival in Boulder, having emigrated from somewhere in the Midwest. In our “accelerated” geometry class, she soon became part of the group of eggheads—most of us sons and daughters of university professors—with whom I had loosely identified since first grade. Lisa was tall and thin (at five eight, she was only two inches shorter than I), with thin, graceful fingers, pale eyes, and wavy blond hair. She had a geeky insecurity that exploded at odd moments in a quick, nervous laugh; but even so, she was too pretty for me to approach.

Something about my haughty aloofness, however, intrigued her. At the end of one class in February 1959, Lisa handed me a brief note. “What do you really think of Bartók?” she asked. Six or seven of us played in the high school orchestra (I was second-chair cello), and a few weeks before, we had attended the Juilliard String Quartet’s performances of the six Bartók quartets in Macky Auditorium, which had electrified a tiny segment of the audience and alienated the remainder.

Surprised to receive the note, I was too cocooned in my proud isolation to entertain the possibility that Lisa might be flirting with me. So, at the end of the next class, I delivered my dutiful, handwritten appraisal of Bartók.

Thus began three solid months of note-passing at the end of geometry class. From a mere several paragraphs each, our missives grew to the length of three or five or even eight pages. For the most part, they were all about books and art and ideas: with relentless solemnity, we evaluated Hindemith and Prokofiev, Lao-tzu and Santayana.

Yet early in the correspondence, Lisa pushed toward the personal, asking such blunt questions as, “What do you believe in, Dave?,” and “Who exactly are you, anyway?” She also transcribed poems she had written, full of blue and purple landscapes drenched in rain and wistful solitude.

By April, Lisa’s letters had become the most dangerous and exciting thing in my life, and yet I was paralyzed by pride and shame. Her queries pushed closer and closer to the personal. “Oh yes—I must ask you,” she wrote in one note, “how many times you’ve been in love.” And in another, she gave vent to her pent-up frustration: “Let me be the first to say this—this ‘correspondence’ seems rather absurd in a way. It seems more logical to talk.”

Indeed: all I need do was offer to walk Lisa home after school; somehow I knew where she lived, only four blocks from Bluebell Avenue. Yet the thought of upping the ante with so bold an act terrified me. It was safer each night to hide in my bedroom, while, neglecting my quadratic residues, I scribbled down weighty pensées and attempted overwrought free verse of my own, all the while deflecting Lisa’s personal probes.

As the spring bloomed toward summer, however, I dared to fantasize about what it might mean to have a girlfriend. Alone in my bed, I pictured Lisa’s shy blue eyes, her willowy hair, the equipoise of her fingers holding a pen. I tried to imagine kissing her. Yet along with intimations of some rapturous freedom I had never before known, Lisa excavated an unhappiness at the center of my being that had become so habitual I had forgotten it was there, like an old, unhealed injury that one limps to compensate for.

Meanwhile, the spring term plodded toward a deadline that began to hang over my spirit like a threat. When school let out at the end of May, there would be no more geometry class. How, and where, would we then exchange our letters?

Suddenly, my parents made an unfathomable decision. My father had been invited to give a commencement speech at Amherst College, his alma mater. Around that occasion, we would construct a family vacation. As soon as school was out, we would drive, all six of us crammed into our Plymouth station wagon, back to Massachusetts, visiting relatives along the way. We would leave on June 2. The trip would take three weeks.

On the evening of June 1, I finally summoned the courage to telephone. “I have to see you, Lisa,” I murmured, in the phrase I had practiced for a week. “Come over,” she answered, “and we can go for a walk.”

To my relief, when I rang the doorbell, only Lisa was home. She grabbed a sweater, and we set off westward through the Boulder streets. As we headed toward the mountains, I struggled to make conversation. It was so much harder than writing a letter. Everything I said sounded both false and banal. The panic in the back of my throat would not go away: I swallowed it down as I composed another insipid utterance. We passed under a streetlight, and I saw our twin shadows leap and elongate ahead of us. If only I could stay as faceless, as two-dimensional as that shadow of myself.

I suggested that we hike up Bluebell Canyon, past the road-end picnic shelter, where we might sit under the pines, away from the streetlights. There, I had planned to try to kiss Lisa. But once we sat down, side by side on the pine needles, the awkwardness only magnified. I stole a look at her. Her blond hair hung loose on either side of her face: the pale blue eyes looked puzzled, her delicate mouth twisted at one corner. I looked away.

I had thought that all I needed to do was step off the edge of the cliff. But this endless free fall was not what I had bargained for. Now I longed for the safety of my sanctum among the prime numbers.

Yet here she sat, on my right, only inches away. The darkness shrouded us: the pines swayed in an easy breeze. She brushed back a strand of hair with her left hand. I felt my nerve endings fire: my own hand started to lift itself to take hers. Then the moment passed.

At last Lisa said she ought to be heading home. I was relieved. We walked down Bluebell Canyon and back through the streets in virtual silence.

We paused not on her porch, but out where her front walkway met the street. Lisa herself was nervous now. “Write me, then, will you, from back east?” she murmured.

“Lisa, will you give me a kiss?”

A half-smile contorted her face. She inclined her head toward mine. Our lips brushed, unopened. It was over. I felt only a crashing disappointment.

The first kiss of my life, the kiss I had planned all evening—all week, all month—had meant nothing. I turned and walked back to the prison on Bluebell Avenue.

 

The next week’s ordeal in our station wagon, as we hurtled east, was the worst possible treatment for my sorry condition. What I needed was to be alone, hiking on Green Mountain, nursing my self-esteem among the spruces. Instead, we sat thigh-to-thigh, my parents and one child in the front seat, the other three in back. For hours I slouched against the right-hand window, staring at the wheat fields or reading Thus Spake Zarathustra.

At last we reached Amherst, where we would spend most of a week. The campus was almost deserted, caught in the lull between the end of term and commencement. We were put up in South Hall, one of the older dormitories on the campus’s crowning hill. To my relief, I was assigned a room of my own. The window looked out on a lush frieze of beech and maple trees. But the spartan furnishings—bare iron bedstead, khaki army blankets, a battered brown desk, gray walls unadorned except for fire escape instructions—fit the specifications of a cell I would have designed for myself.

Of the commencement ceremony itself, I recall nothing, not even my father’s speech. On the drive east across the desolate heartland of America, with the Plymouth in full career, the very throb of the tires on asphalt had minimally distracted me from my quandary. Now, in the stasis of South Hall, I was thrust face-to-face with it. Having had no word from Lisa in two weeks, I sensed her slipping away. I could not even remember precisely what she looked like.

One night in my room I wrote her a halfhearted letter, sealed it, then tried to go to sleep. Instead, I tossed and turned for hours, as my mood grew darker. Sometime in the middle of the night I got up and wrote another letter. It was not a letter to Lisa, however, but one to myself. Only a page long, it ended with the prescription, “so that you know there is no choice but to end it all.”

In my letters to Lisa, I had flirted with a romantic idea of suicide. Now, in the darkness of my spartan room, as I lay vigilant through the rest of the sleepless night, the simple fact that to end it all would solve my problems presented itself in all its elegant economy.

The question was how to do it. I could not imagine jumping off a cliff or a building. I knew nothing about guns. I had no access to pills. Slitting my wrists had a certain appeal. I need only take the Gillette Blue Blade out of my razor, lying there on the desktop, and make two sharp swipes across the veins. But there would be blood everywhere….

The next morning we started driving west, headed home. The plan was to take a more northerly route back, crossing New York state, dipping in and out of Canada, retracing the path by which my parents had carried the coronagraph out to Colorado in 1940.

In the afternoon, we stopped to look at Niagara Falls. Exhausted from lack of sleep, still in the grips of my late-night revelation, I wandered away from my family, hiking upstream along the path behind the guardrail. I turned a corner and was suddenly alone. I stopped and stared into the powerful river, a few hundred yards above the roaring cascade.

The surging water beckoned. This was the way to do it. A simple clamber over the guardrail, a leap into the current—then the river would take care of the rest. Since I had never learned how to swim, there would be no risk that some involuntary instinct of survival would take over and deliver me back to shore. The plunge off the falls would be sudden and glorious. There would be no pain—only blessed blankness. If I were lucky, they would never find my body.

A voice in my head said, Don’t even think. Just do it. Now. I felt my calf muscles twitch. I rocked back on my right heel, preparing my sprint. I visualized myself flying from the guardrail into the black water.

And then the moment passed. I lacked the courage for even this simplest of deeds.

I walked back downstream to rejoin my family. We piled into the Plymouth and headed toward that night’s motel.

 

Why is it that misery embalms itself in the amber of memory, while happiness evaporates like dew? Forty-five years later, the moment on the bank above Niagara Falls remains indelible; but of my first week back in Boulder, I can scarcely recall a single detail. I know that I called Lisa the day we returned, and that that evening we went for another walk. Through the rest of the long summer, we saw each other every day.

At first we walked the streets of Boulder, but on each trek we edged toward the darker wilds on the southern and western outskirts of town. During the first weeks, our physical contact was limited to a chaste good night kiss on her front porch. Unlike our first kiss, however, each of these seemed freighted with promise.

It did not take us long to discover our secret bower. It was Green Mountain Cemetery, at the southern terminus of 20th Street, a grassy, hilly graveyard seamed with granite headstones dating back to Boulder’s incarnation as a mining town. Our favorite lair was situated just below its summit hill, where a pair of pretentious sandstone mausoleums stood. Sitting on the cool lawn, we stared north at Boulder’s streetlights, secure in the comfort that the town could not see us.

One evening in early July, as we sat in the cemetery, only inches apart, I felt all the strain and anguish of the spring, of the trip back east, come crowding up my spine. I turned toward Lisa. “Lisa, please…” I whispered. She took me in her arms. Our kiss lasted and lasted. She held me, and with a kind of desperation I clasped her back, my eyes shut tight.

My parents knew I was out with Lisa every night. But it seemed vital to keep our graveyard intimacy a secret—in a separate universe not only from Mom and Dad and from Lisa’s parents, but from everyone else in the world.

By August, we were staying out longer and longer, walking home now only at 2:00 or 3:00 A.M. Then one night we stayed till 5:00, creeping out past the cemetery’s front gate as dawn began to break over the plains to the east.

My parents were up when I got home. My mother asked, “Where were you?” I refused to answer. It was none of their business.

To my surprise, it was my father—so habitually aloof, so distracted from his family when he was home—who now assumed the prosecutorial role. It was simply ridiculous, he stated, that a sixteen-year-old boy should stay out till dawn without his parents knowing where he was.

I was not about to give in. Sleep-deprived but self-righteous, I argued bitterly against my father. Locked in an adamantine contest of wills, we turned up the screws of our anger.

I could not say, of course, what I really felt—that Lisa was a secret that it was intolerable to share with my parents. Instead, Dad and I waxed theoretical about the constitutional rights of teenagers. In his puritan way, he began harping on the necessity of rules, of responsibility to others. It was my duty to my parents, he said, to spare them the anguish of wondering whether Lisa and I were in trouble somewhere. I countered that my creativity depended on freedom from such rules and obligations.

“That’s ridiculous,” Dad said. “Do you think that my own creativity as a scientist is a justification for ignoring society’s obligations?”

“You’re not a scientist,” I said. “You’re a fund-raiser.”

I could not have struck home more cruelly. Dad’s eyes got wild, as he roared a curse at me. It was the angriest I had ever seen him, or would ever see him again.

In that callow stab, I had won the argument. My parents gave up. Never again would they demand to know where I was at night, and from now on, I would set my own hours.

And yet Dad had won a certain victory of his own. Responsibility to others: it seemed that he had held this tenet over my head since I was old enough to think. A rational humanist to the core, he would never stand on a dictum such as “because I said so” or “because that’s the way things are done.” All moral behavior could be lucidly explicated in terms of responsibility to others.

Dad’s anger had scared me, and a worm of doubt crept into the woodwork of my willfulness. Perhaps he was right about responsibility. The concept loomed over me as an impossible burden, a colossal homework assignment I could never complete. In Lisa, I had discovered its opposite. I had tasted escape.

During the summer, I had nursed a fantasy as sweet as it was impossible. Lisa and I were in a car, driving day and night in headlong flight from Boulder, aimed nowhere but away. We would never return. Our parents would vanish. All that mattered was to be together, and to be in motion.

Then, suddenly, a speck on the autumn horizon threatened our idyll. A scientist friend of her parents, his wife, and two children would be spending five months in England, while he labored away on some kind of research. Was Lisa interested in free room and board in exchange for helping take care of the house and kids?

Lisa hesitated, then accepted. I was devastated. Why did she have to go to England, I complained one evening. Five months of separation, after we had barely survived three weeks…

In the context of those post-Sputnik times, Lisa’s choice made perfect sense. She had never been anywhere abroad. She would attend an English school—an incomparable “learning experience.” The family would be lodged in Oxford, a place that had Olympian reverberations for both of us. If she declined, simply to stay in Boulder with me, she might regret the lost opportunity for the rest of her life.

During the last week before Lisa’s departure, we varied our routine. We would still head off to the cemetery but spend only a few hours there. Then, once we could be sure that Lisa’s parents had gone to bed, we would sneak into her living room and lie in the darkness on her couch. This meant that we had to whisper even more softly than we did outdoors and listen for any creak of floorboard or turn of door handle. But the very illicitness of our cuddling, under her parents’ noses, added a piquancy to the act.

Along with my superstition about keeping “us” a secret from the rest of the world, I harbored a deep instinct that our love had nothing to do with sex. Sex was the guilty masturbatory business I had performed since thirteen, fantasizing not about real women but about imaginary goddesses and damsels, creatures out of Arthurian romance. Sex, I felt, would only demean Lisa’s purity.

Now, however, at the end of August, the warmth of Lisa’s living room was a luxurious alternative to the cemetery. And the cramped dimensions of the couch required us to lie facing each other, our bodies pressed head-to-toe.

One night, as we lay in each other’s arms, I realized that I had an erection. Mortified, I shifted my hips on the narrow ledge of sofa cushion so that Lisa might not detect my predicament. Yet she moved in response, pressing her own hips against mine.

The last night was fraught with a bittersweet urgency. We did not talk about our separation, for it seemed imperative to live every minute in the present. Around midnight, as we lay on her couch, I pressed my erection deliberately against Lisa’s thigh. My fingertips traced designs on her back.

Yet as always, it was Lisa who had to take the next step. She whispered, “Would you like me to take off my bra?” She got up, went into her bedroom, then returned.

Moments later, I unbuttoned Lisa’s blouse. With my fingertips, I caressed her small, soft breasts, my right arm pillowing her head.

Suddenly I was coming. Instead of pulling away, I pressed my orgasm against Lisa’s thigh. She held me tighter, acknowledging the event. I gasped, as tears crowded the back of my throat.

I was awash in joy. In that instant, all my notions of the power of sex to wreak havoc with our love faded into the limbo of the obsolete. The spasm of release was part of “us,” of why things would turn out all right.

Far-off England hung over the evening like a sentence to be carried out in the morning. For an hour longer, we could lie together, bound by a future free of all responsibilities save our limitless pledge to each other.

 

In Lisa’s absence, I resumed my palship with Paul. He had spent the tenth-grade year in Paris, where his father taught on sabbatical leave from the University of Colorado.

In ninth grade, inclined toward chubbiness, Paul had been content to play the buffoon. Now, upon his return to Boulder in the summer of 1959, I was shocked at his transformation. He had shed his buffoonishness with his baby fat, working out in some Parisian weight room to build the muscles that would turn him into a football player. (Jim Brown, the great Cleveland running back, was now on the same pedestal as Juan-Manuel Fangio.)

Paul had become handsome, in a Teutonic way, with his heavy eyebrows and black crew cut. He took a summer job haying on a ranch just east of Boulder, tossing bales onto truck beds in the 95-degree heat for minimum wage, as he performed the brutal work that the high school football coach had prescribed for all his prospective linemen and halfbacks.

As if ashamed of his European heritage and of the rarefied intellectual climate of his upbringing, Paul was in full revolt against his past and his parents. Only two months back in Boulder, he had picked up a cowboy’s drawl, and he got me reading Larry McMurtry (Leaving Cheyenne and Horseman, Pass By).

I had grown to hate gym class at Boulder High, but as the fall term began, I went out for the tennis team. Gradually I worked my way up from the bottom rung to number five, played in matches against Fort Morgan and Greeley and Aurora, and narrowly missed earning a varsity letter. Six months before, I had felt only contempt for the jocks who were the high school heroes; now I stood in awe of the three seniors who were the stars of the tennis team. One day Ted Pannebaker offered me a ride home after practice, and when, as I climbed out of his battered Chevy, he muttered, “Take it easy, Dave,” I heard music as heady as Beethoven.

Five thousand miles away, Lisa detected my drift toward a different world, and felt only dismay. She knew that Paul lay at the center of my shift—“What does Paul think about us?” she wrote more than once. I never dared ask him.

 

Of Lisa’s return to Boulder at the end of February 1960, I remember no more than I do of my own reentry the previous June. In her absence, I had gotten my driver’s license. Now the Plymouth station wagon abetted our evenings. Often we would drive to the cemetery, park just outside its gates, then steal with our blanket into its darker nooks; other nights, I drove up behind Flagstaff Mountain where we parked on little traveled dirt roads, then crawled into the back, the rear seat flattened so that we could lie full-length on our blanket.

Every kiss, every touch of Lisa’s skin, seemed blissful to me. Yet something was wrong. Though she said again and again how much she loved me, she felt frozen to my touch. It took weeks to work our way back to the intimacy of our last night on her couch the previous September. She would loosen her bra, but not take it off; allow me to unbutton her blouse, but not to remove it. When I caressed her breasts underneath her loosened clothes, she lay unresponsive.

I had assumed for months that we would soon make love. Yet I had a raft of doubts about that ultimate act. My sole source of information was a copy of The Encyclopedia of Sexual Knowledge, which now and then I furtively borrowed from the top shelf of my parents’ bedroom bookcase. That solemn treatise made it clear that the deflowering of a virgin was a painful, traumatic task, sometimes requiring the assistance of a doctor.

We tried to talk about what was wrong, but we lacked the requisite vocabulary. Instead, to my annoyance, Lisa once more resorted to letters to try to articulate her malaise. In one, she pulled the veil partway off the deep-rooted sorrow that lay at the core of her being. “I still remember what it is like to be badly hurt,” she wrote. “For three years in a row, I cried myself to sleep because I had been too clumsy…. I am afraid to give in to you, because it will be too painful when you leave.”

Meanwhile, I hung out with Paul, who was on a campaign to lose his own virginity with the first available girl he could manage to seduce. His coolness toward Lisa, I would realize decades later, sprang from his feeling that in having a steady girlfriend, I had an unfair advantage in a competition I didn’t even realize we were waging—the race to be the first, in Paul’s phrase, to “get laid.”

One day Paul pulled out his billfold and said, “Look at this.” An older friend of his had bought some condoms, two of which he had sold to Paul. I had never seen one before. I held the strange little foil package in my hand, ashamed to voice my bewilderment about how the thing worked. Instead, I asked Paul if his friend could get me a couple, “just in case.” “Here,” said Paul. “Take one.” Then he added, in his best worldly-wise drawl, “You can always go to a drugstore and buy more. Lots of places sell them to minors.” From then on, I carried the condom everywhere, tucked inside my own billfold.

The fall tennis matches had reawakened my body to the joys of sport. That spring, I climbed Green Mountain by harder and more obscure routes than I had previously attempted. And now that I could drive, I realized, I could approach the higher mountains I had gazed at in the west. For the summer of 1960, I plotted a campaign among the 13,000-ers of the Front Range. I bought a copy of Robert Ormes’s Guide to the Colorado Mountains.

Hoping to share my wanderlust with Lisa, and perhaps to disrupt the tension of our evening ritual in the back of the Plymouth, I took her up Green Mountain by one of its easier routes. I set out on the trail up Gregory Canyon at what seemed to me a leisurely pace, only to find Lisa dragging behind. When I stopped to wait for her, she would slowly approach, panting hard. I could not bear to stop and rest, so the moment she caught up with me, I would set off again. Lisa’s not being in shape was disappointing, and on the rockier slopes, she had a bad habit of placing her foot gingerly, tentatively, before daring to transfer her weight onto it. If we did more hiking, I told myself, eventually she’d get the hang of it.

Finally, one evening at the end of May, as we lay embracing on our blanket in the darkest corner of the cemetery, beside a quiet stream under the pines, I gathered my resolve. “Lisa,” I asked, “would you like to make love?”

She paused, then answered, almost dispiritedly, “All right.”

“I have a condom,” I said.

“Good.”

For the first time, we took off all our clothes. “I love you, Lisa,” I murmured, as if afraid that she would change her mind. I got the condom out of my billfold. When I tore open the foil package, however, I was shocked to find that the implement was covered with a slimy gelatin. At least it was obvious how it worked. But by the time I got the condom on, my erection had wilted.

For most of an hour, I struggled to perform, trembling with anxiety. “Dave, relax, relax,” Lisa coaxed, as her hands stroked my naked back and shoulders.

Finally we got dressed and walked arm-in-arm out of the cemetery. “I’m sorry,” I said miserably, “I don’t know what—”

“It doesn’t matter,” Lisa answered, kissing my cheek. “It’s all right.”

At home, I washed off the condom and put it back in my billfold. I didn’t realize the device was meant to be used only once.

The next night, it was raining, so we drove into the cemetery, taking the chance of having the gates locked behind us, then crawled in back with our blanket. The illicitness worked its aphrodisiac charm. When we were naked once again, I reached for my billfold.

“You don’t have to use that,” said Lisa. “It’s close enough to my period. We’re safe.”

She had never before talked about sex in such pragmatic terms. Now Lisa lay beneath me, opened her legs, and for the first time, took hold of my penis, which was gloriously erect. She guided it in inside her. “Oh, my God!” I whispered. Nothing had ever felt so good.

My purgative spasm was only seconds away, but The Encyclopedia of Sexual Knowledge had sung the praises of simultaneous orgasm. I delayed, stopping and starting, fighting my own excitement. Sensing what I was doing, Lisa murmured, “Just go ahead.”

Afterward, I lay beside her, holding her in my arms, murmuring, “I love you so much.” Then, as we drove out of the cemetery, I exacted a pledge: “I don’t want anyone to know about this, not anyone.” She looked at me quizzically and said nothing.

Back home on Bluebell Avenue, unable to fall asleep, I was assailed with doubts. Hadn’t the Encyclopedia insisted that the rhythm method was unreliable? If it hadn’t been safe the night before, how could Lisa know it was safe now? Why hadn’t I felt her hymen break, and why had there been no blood?

 

The next week, I launched my campaign among the 13,000-foot peaks of the Front Range. Still hoping to share the mountains with Lisa, I chose as my first objective Mount Audubon, reputed to be the easiest summit among the Indian Peaks. Leaving Boulder at 4:00 A.M., we drove up to Brainerd Lake, then set out at dawn on a well-marked trail.

I was bursting with impatience to reach timberline, as if to rekindle the enchantment of Climax, but in early June, deep, soft snowbanks clogged the trail as it wound through dense groves of limber pine. I postholed across these nuisances, oblivious to the soaking of my boots and jeans, but Lisa found the snow almost impossible to negotiate. More than once I had to backtrack and offer her a hand.

As we broke clear of the forest, my heart sang. I saw the way leading up through bright green tussocks, across trickling rills of meltwater, toward the gray rocks that prefigured the distant summit. I knew that, for a real mountaineer, Audubon was beneath interest. I would soon come myself to disdain such gently inclined high-altitude lumps as “talus heaps.” But that day, merely to put one foot in front of the other was to taste joy.

Not, however, for Lisa. As I waited for her to catch up, she would stagger toward me, then bend over, a hand on one knee, gasping for breath in the thin air. As on Green Mountain, the moment she arrived, I set off again. At about 12,000 feet, during one of our brief reconnections, she complained, “Why do we have to hurry like this?” Hurry? We seemed to be plodding like octogenarians.

Somehow, a little before noon, we reached the summit. Lisa sat panting, on the verge of throwing up. I ignored her distress, gazing at the sharp triangle of Mount Toll to the south, at the rugged crest of the Gore Range forty miles to the west. I had not kissed Lisa since picking her up at her house in the early darkness.

Yet that night, back in the cemetery, as we had sex, I told Lisa once more that I loved her. For the third or fourth time, I reused the condom I had washed out at home and reinserted in my billfold. She lay inert beneath me, her hands clutching my back.

So our summer settled into a routine. Only once more did I climb a 13,000-foot peak with Lisa, this time South Arapaho. Her brother, two years younger, joined our expedition (perhaps their parents had assigned him as a chaperon), but he moved as slowly as she did. Vexed, I would wait again and again for the two of them to catch up, then immediately charge off. Above 12,500 feet, they indulged in regular five-minute sit-down rests, finally arriving at the top exhausted. I asked them if they would wait while I traversed the sharp ridge that led to the higher summit of North Arapaho, half a mile away. Lisa was shivering in the stiff wind.

Speeding across that ridge, for the first time I flirted with real mountaineering, as I kicked precise steps below the treacherous cornice but above the precipitous west face. At that moment, I realized that Lisa would never share the high ranges with me. Yet as we trudged that afternoon back down toward the trailhead, I felt exhilarated. My solo traverse had unleashed a freedom I didn’t really want to share with an anxious girlfriend.

One night in the cemetery, in the middle of the act, I whispered fiercely, “This is the best thing there is, in the whole universe.” Lisa stared up at me, bemused.

Then one night, as I forced the dry, wrinkled condom onto my penis, it broke. I cursed the fallible contraption, even as it dawned on me that perhaps condoms weren’t meant to be reused. Lisa lay still for a long time, calculating. Then she said, as she had on our second attempt in late May, “It’s all right, it’s close enough to my period.” I plunged without hesitation into my greedy pleasure. But afterward, I promised Lisa I’d get another condom.

A day or two later, I caught up with Paul. Trying to sound offhand, I muttered, “Hey, do you have any more condoms? I lost mine, and—”

“Lost it, bullshit!” Paul roared, then subsided into rude guffaws. “Congratulations, you bastard!”

Paul wouldn’t let it rest. “How was it?” he demanded. “Is she a good piece?”

That same afternoon, I walked into Potter’s, where as kids my brother Alan and I had drunk cherry Cokes at the fountain. For long minutes, I pretended to browse. The stern-looking man behind the pharmacy counter wore a white uniform. Circling the shelves, I lost my nerve. I walked out of Potter’s with the latest issue of U.S. News and World Report in hand instead of a package of Trojans.

So, for the rest of the summer, Lisa and I abstained during the dangerous days of her fertility, but made love up to eight and then even ten days before her period, as well as five days after. Lisa claimed that she could feel the very moment when the unfertilized egg in her body descended from the ovary to the uterus. I had read in The Encyclopedia of Sexual Knowledge that no woman could be sure of that event, but Lisa’s pledge was all I needed to hear. The best thing in the universe was still mine for the taking.

And slowly, during that summer, that is what sex came to be for me—a “thing.” I had abandoned the fantasy of running away from the world in some endless automotive flight, with Lisa at my side. Under our blanket in the cemetery, after the act, I lay next to her, aware of her unhappiness, yet squirming with avoidance. Now, in the passion of the act, I felt, Yes, this is the best thing there is, but it would be even better if it could be divorced from the mess of a “relationship.”

Throughout the summer of 1960, licensed to explore by the same station wagon in the back of which on rainy nights Lisa and I made love, I pursued summits not only in the Front Range, but in the Sawatch and Mosquito massifs near the center of the state. Instead of Lisa, I chose as partner my next-door neighbor Tom Dugan, a veteran of our vacant lot baseball games. Tom at least could almost keep up with the breakneck hiking pace I favored.

For a while, the novelty and beauty of the alpine world above timberline sufficed. Tom and I ascended quite a few talus heaps, including Colorado’s highest peak, 14,433-foot Mount Elbert in the Sawatch—an interminable slog from the trailhead at 9,000 feet up ill-defined humpbacked ridges, across oceans of scree. I might well have turned Colorado’s boring 13-ers and 14-ers into another vacant lot, becoming what mountaineers dismiss as a “peak-bagger.” But from the start there was a disparity between Tom’s ambitions and mine that would lead our paths apart. Tom would never become a climber. He was stamped in the mold of his father, Jim Dugan, an economics professor at the university, a hearty hiker and cross-country skier for whom taking risks in the wilderness was anathema. On the odd occasion when, during our ascents, we veered near a precipice or a sharp ridge, I felt a tingling of temptation, while Tom experienced only a fretful malaise.

Jim joined us for a three-day jaunt to the Mummy Range in the northern Front Range. The first two days we devoted to talus plods: in his mid-forties, Jim let Tom and me bolt ahead, while he paced himself, eventually arriving at the summit on which we had been resting for an hour.

I had been eyeing a beautiful, forked couloir on the east face of Mount Ypsilon—the feature that gave the peak its name. I’d never climbed snow that steep, and it looked challenging. I proposed the route to Tom. “Boy, I don’t know,” he mused, staring at the couloir. “I’d better ask my dad.”

Jim blew up at me. In the thirteen years we had been neighbors, I had never seen him so angry. Evidently, what looked like a feasible proposition to my untrained eye struck Jim as (in climbers’ parlance) a death route. For our last hike we tackled another talus heap.

Yet a week or so later, Jim, Tom, and I climbed a far more interesting mountain than the mounds of the Mummy Range: Longs Peak, the cynosure of Rocky Mountain National Park. This bold 14,255-foot summit had been reached by Indians, who built an eagle trap on top, before white men ever came to Colorado. Its first “official” ascent came as early as 1868, by a party that included, among others, the one-armed John Wesley Powell, soon to launch his epic descent of the Colorado River. Still, Longs was no walk-up like Elbert or Audubon. The easiest route wound from the east around to the north, across the Boulderfield at 12,000 feet, through a sharp notch called the Keyhole, to traverse an airy ledge on the west face before finishing in a steep gully that emerged onto the football-field-sized summit.

I sailed across the traverse, delighting in the clever route, while Tom and Jim moved cautiously from hold to hold, anxiety scrawled on their faces. On the way down, we detoured over to Chasm View, a saddle that gives a sideways view of Longs’s dramatic east face. There I stared enthralled at the most ferocious cliff I had ever seen. On its left-hand edge, as early as the 1920s, pioneers such as James Alexander (a Princeton professor) and Joe and Paul Stettner (German-born tradesmiths) had worked out daring routes. But the thousand-foot headwall, a smooth vertical plate of purple granite called the Diamond, had never been touched. By 1960, the best Colorado climbers were divided as to whether the Diamond would ever be conquered. (In fact, only a few weeks later, a pair of aces from Yosemite Valley would snatch its first ascent from under the noses of the Colorado elite. I would climb the Diamond myself fourteen years later.)

 

One night in late July, Lisa told me that her period was four days overdue. I felt stunned and angry: what had happened to her perfect barometer for gauging the cycles of her ovulation? For the next three nights, as if by sympathetic magic we might kill the homunculus burgeoning into our future, we refrained from sex. Each day, on first seeing her, I asked Lisa, “Has it come yet?” And each day, she murmured a miserable “No.”

A few nights later, I took a break from Lisa to camp out in the backyard with Paul, sleeping on the grass in the bulky kapok Sears Roebuck bags my parents had bought a decade earlier for our Twin Lakes outings. Staring up at Cygnus and Lyra, we chatted about his chances of making the football team in the fall, my hopes for the tennis team. By now, however, my predicament had taken on an intolerable weight. I needed someone to confide in. But by the time I had gathered the nerve to confess, I heard the heavy breathing that signified Paul had fallen asleep.

I lay awake for hours, watching the stars wheel west. My own stupidity, my cowardice about buying condoms, stared me in the face. At my elbow yawned an abyss, defined by the simple proposition, What do we do if she’s pregnant? Yet it was an abyss into which I could not gaze.

Here, I realized sullenly, was the bogeyman of “responsibility” my father had terrorized me with since I was a child. I rolled over in my sleeping bag and begged for sleep, but lay awake until dawn.

The next evening, as I picked up Lisa, I saw a strange look on her face. As soon as we were alone, she said, “I have something to tell you.” I dared to hope. “I got my period.” I clasped her in my arms, murmuring the formulas of love I no longer fully believed in. Two nights later, we had sex again. The bogeyman of responsibility had fled.

 

However game a hiking pal he was, Tom Dugan, I knew, could never be my ideal partner in the mountains. By late July, I had performed a few solo ascents of Colorado 13-ers. These headlong flights above timberline resuscitated the joys of outdoor solitude I had discovered on Green Mountain. I could move at my own pace, heedless of the balky progress of others; I could choose whatever route I fancied. And, as was not the case on Green Mountain, a modicum of risk now spiced the enterprise. Descending some obscure gully in the Sawatch Range, having left no itinerary with my parents, I realized that if I slipped and broke an ankle, it could be a long time before anyone found me.

My parents had planned a two-week vacation in mid-August in Aspen, where Dad would perform certain duties for the Aspen Institute for Humanistic Studies. Dreading another enforced confinement en famille, I anticipated the trip at the same time as an opportunity. By now I had virtually memorized Ormes’s Guide to the Colorado Mountains, a catalogue of promised delights. The Elk Range, surrounding Aspen on the west and south, Ormes made it clear, abounded in peaks more serious than anything in the Sawatch or Mosquito Ranges. I fixed my ambition on the pair of twin 14-ers called the Maroon Bells. I would traverse them solo.

I left the car at Maroon Lake before dawn. By the first gray light, I was picking my way through a boulder-strewn moraine beneath the north face of North Maroon. There was no obvious route. I chose a couloir, kicked steps up its hard 40-degree snow, then, where the couloir pinched closed, traversed right on a ledge. The rock, an igneous intrusion into very old sedimentary strata, was, as Ormes had hinted, terrible: big chunks of it came loose in my hands, and I tossed the debris into the void below.

Yet this was by several orders of magnitude the most challenging scramble I had yet performed in the mountains, and I felt a heady exhilaration. Just below the north summit, the face steepened, verging on technical. An old rope, too weathered to trust, dangled from some out-of-sight anchor. Avoiding it, I worked my way up a rotten chute, then stepped with a gasp onto the summit.

Already, however, dark clouds were amassing in the west. After only two or three minutes on top, as I wolfed down cheese and chocolate and swigged from my canteen, I set off along the knife-edge ridge leading to the higher South Maroon Peak. Almost without recognizing the trap, I found myself stuck on tiny footholds, halfway down a twenty-foot cliff. It would be easier to climb back up than down, but I could not countenance reversing my path to descend the treacherous face on North Maroon I had worked my way up so impetuously. If I fell here, I wouldn’t kill myself, but I could easily break a leg or my back. I took a deep breath and moved down and right, desperately clinging to small handholds. At last I stepped onto easier ground. For the first time in the mountains, I felt foolish rather than proud: I had gotten away with a gamble on which I had not planned to bet.

By the time I reached the summit of South Maroon, lightning bolts were forking out of thunderheads only ten miles to the west. In a kind of controlled panic, I set off down the mountain’s east face. From the hike in, I had spotted a series of couloirs and snowfields that promised an all-snow descent. Now, in the blind perspective of hovering right above that convex precipice, I had to guess at the right line. The snow in mid-August was almost as hard as ice: I could kick only the edges of my boots into it. But by the time I was less than a thousand feet down, lightning was striking the summit ridge above me.

I didn’t have an ice axe—I didn’t even own one—but now, terrified by the lightning, I started to glissade, sliding on the rigid edges of my boots, controlling my speed by altering the pitch of my ankles. Later I would learn that I had a natural aptitude for this technique, for (in general) what climbers call “mixed ground”—snow and ice interspersed with rock, not so much difficult as fiendishly dangerous. But the charm of pure luck must also have graced that pell-mell descent. A few years later, on the same slope, a party of four experienced climbers, roped together, wielding axes, would suffer a fatal accident here, when they fell and pulled one another off.

By the time I reached the valley, the storm had descended with a vengeance. Torrential rain swept in curtains down the mountain wall behind me, and the lightning bolts were striking only hundreds of yards away. I crept into a stand of willows, lay supine on the ground, shivering, and waited for the storm to pass.

As if from a bad dream, the skies had completely cleared when I regained the car; late-afternoon sunlight was turning the drenched aspens and spruces into a fairy forest. I had forgotten my fright, as well. Throwing my pack into the back seat, I pulsed with the pride of accomplishment. It was my best day yet in the mountains, and it had been mine alone.

Later, the glow of achievement faded. With my awakening to the high Colorado peaks had come a renewed interest in the literature of mountaineering. Two books that I came upon that year electrified me: Starlight and Storm, by the Chamonix guide Gaston Rébuffat, with its lyrical evocation of the brotherhood of the rope; and Lonely Challenge, by Hermann Buhl, the Austrian genius whose obsession with solo climbing had reached its apotheosis in 1953, when he stood alone atop Nanga Parbat, the ninth-highest mountain in the world, and the only Himalayan giant ever first attained by a solitary climber.

Unlike the expedition accounts I had checked out of the library at twelve or thirteen, Buhl and Rébuffat (whose books I bought in hardback and would cherish for decades) amounted to no mere escape reading, no Hardy Boys. The French guide and the Austrian loner had begun to loom for me as Ty Cobb had when I was eight: they were the best in the world at an endeavor in which I passionately longed to excel. Yet the gulf between me and them yawned unbridgeable. Nothing I had done on the Maroon Bells could be mentioned in the same breath as the Walker Spur on the Grandes Jorasses, the northeast face of the Piz Badile.

 

By late September, Lisa and I were seeing each other only every third or fourth evening. Sex had become such a dutiful chore for her that she had started bringing a jar of Vaseline to the cemetery, to lubricate herself for my disposal. Yet even the cold-blooded ritual that our lovemaking had become failed to negate the illicit magic of my orgasm. I still believed that if I lost Lisa, there was a good chance I would never have sex with another woman.

Meanwhile, our senior year at Boulder High had begun. For the first time in five semesters, Lisa and I had no classes in common. I spent a lot of time with Paul, hustling two-on-two touch football games after school. Struggling even to make second string on the varsity team, he claimed the coach had formed an inflexible bias against him, as a result of the irrepressible wisecracks with which he tried to enliven practices. Still on a campaign to lose his own virginity, Paul had stopped asking me about Lisa. He seemed to regard us as a boring married couple.

Two other returnees from the previous year and I had taken over the role on the tennis team of savvy veterans, like the seniors I had idolized the fall before. I bounced back and forth between the number two and three spots, but played every match and won my varsity letter. Among the newcomers to the team was my friend since kindergarten, Gabe Lee. Capable of great shots, Gabe had an erratic serve; twice he challenged me for third place on the team, but I beat him both times. This in no way discouraged our growing friendship. Gabe was aware of my mountain scrambling, about which he queried me with relentless curiosity.

Gunning for a conference championship, our team finished a disappointing third, losing to Aurora and, shamefully, to the sugar-beet cowboys of Sterling. My doubles partner and I, however, went all the way to the state finals before losing in three sets. After that mini-triumph, several stars from the football team—the coolest guys at Boulder High—went out of their way to congratulate me.

That fall, Indian summer lingered in the high country, so I seized several weekends to scramble up 13-ers in the Front Range—peaks, such as Navajo, that were more challenging than the talus heaps on which I had cut my teeth in June, but nothing in the league of the Maroon Bells. But at some point, I befriended Jock, one of only two guys in the school who had actually learned to rock climb. When I mentioned my solo traverse of the Maroon Bells, he was impressed. A few days later, he invited me to join him and some older members of the Colorado Mountain Club on a Christmas trip to Mexico. The plan was to climb the three big volcanoes near Mexico City—Popocatépetl, Ixtaccíhuatl, and 18,696-foot Orizaba, the third-highest mountain in North America. Sprawling, extinct volcanoes (though Popo still burst into magma-spewing life every few decades), these peaks were, to be sure, walk-ups, but walk-ups on a quasi-expeditionary scale. Except for a family trip to a resort in British Columbia in junior high, I had never been outside the country. And I had never been higher than 14,433 feet. Thrilled by Jock’s invitation, I accepted at once.

I could not remember a time in my life when things seemed to be going so well. I had accommodated to the very school I had once despised, winning the approbation of cheerleaders and fullbacks. In mathematics, I had started to make a mark. I had discovered the mountains, and could dream of the empyrean realms of Buhl and Rébuffat. And even though all was not well on that front, I had a girlfriend, as Paul did not.

One night in early November, Lisa and I drove up past the summit of Green Mountain, all the way to Kosslers Lake. We parked in a dark pullout and climbed in back. It was cold enough outside so that I left the engine running, with the heater on.

Lisa was in a strange mood. She took her own clothes off, then helped me off with mine. She kissed me more passionately than she had in weeks, and her body actually seemed to respond to my touch. She didn’t use her Vaseline. After I entered her, I prolonged the act as long as I could, instead of driving toward my orgasm. She murmured in my ear, and her hands lovingly stroked my back.

Afterward, I lay beside her, as the hum of the engine lulled me half-asleep. Then, as if from the end of a long tunnel, I heard her whisper, “Dave, there’s something I have to tell you.”

Jolted alert, I propped myself on one elbow.

“I think I’m pregnant.”

It took me a while to speak again. “How do you know?” I finally demanded. “Maybe it’s like July—”

Lisa, propped on her own elbow, the blanket covering her nakedness, shook her head. “It’s been almost two months since my last period.” Why didn’t you tell me? I lashed out silently. “I think I can feel it inside me,” Lisa went on. “Here, feel my stomach.” I touched her skin with my fingertips, then quickly withdrew them. I sat up, turned half away from Lisa, folded my arms across my knees, and laid my forehead against my right wrist. After a long pause, I said, as calmly as I could, “All right. What are we going to do about it?”

Now we sat in the darkness, listening to the throb of the engine. When might she have gotten pregnant? Working backward, we came to light on a night in the cemetery in late September. It had been the fifth day after her period, and Lisa was reluctant, but my impatience had won the day.

So accustomed by now were we to the fortress of our secrecy that not even Lisa suggested going to a doctor to find out for sure if she was pregnant. Now I drove slowly back down the Flagstaff road and dropped Lisa off at her home. We had agreed to wait until her second period was due, some ten days hence, on the remote chance that the whole business could still be a false alarm. During those ten days, we met only to talk about what to do. For me, making love was no longer a temptation. I soldiered through my classes at Boulder High, but at night, alone in my bed on Bluebell Avenue, I stared at the ceiling and begged for sleep.

For weeks, Lisa had been writing me an ongoing letter—a letter she doubted she would ever deliver. Eventually she did give it to me, the last letter I would ever have from her. Its fifteen pages composed a soliloquy veering between abject love and blind rage.

One day she recorded, “The dreams that I keep having…. Suddenly I awaken in the darkness, afraid. You are hurt badly, or dead. And then I cry, realizing that it’s not real.” On another: “Look what I have given to you—my body. I never should have. You didn’t love me for it; in fact, you loved me less and less. Maybe it was my fault for being such a bitch.” And again, at her most despairing, “I wish this world would die, and I could find myself in a warm, cheery atmosphere of German Christmas cookies.”

The ten days came and went with no reprieve. In the third week in November, we agreed to tell our parents.

 

After school on November 20, I waited for a moment when my siblings happened to be absent. Dad was still at work. My mother stood over the kitchen counter, cutting carrots and tomatoes for our dinner salad. I stood a few feet away, fiddling with the handle of the refrigerator. Two or three times I started to speak, only to swallow my words like bile.

Finally I steeled myself. “Mom,” I said hoarsely, “there’s something I have to tell you.”

The knife fell from her hand as she turned to look at me. “Lisa’s pregnant!” she wailed. “Oh, no! That’s what we were afraid of!” As she would almost eight months later, when the policeman would lead me up the front sidewalk, my mother burst into tears. Elbows on the counter, she buried her face in her hands and wept. I stood there, paralyzed. Suddenly she turned and put her arms around me. “I love you, David,” she pleaded. Only my parents called me David. I bore her embrace as long as I could, then shrugged free.

Later that evening, or the next afternoon, my father arranged a private audience with me. I had expected him to lash out at me with an anger akin to that of the stunned, wounded moment more than a year before when I had accused him of being a fund-raiser rather than a scientist. Instead, he spoke in calm, rational tones, though his voice was leaden with exhaustion. There was no recrimination—only the pragmatic agenda of what to do next. And that amounted to two things. First, Lisa must see a doctor to make sure she was pregnant. Second, assuming she was, we must meet with her parents, all six of us together, to discuss our options. My head bowed, I nodded acquiescence, surprised by his demeanor. Perhaps I had been wrong about Dad after all. Perhaps he cared more about me than he had ever dared let me know.

Over the months, thanks to the logistics of picking Lisa up for our dates, I had gotten to know her mom and dad superficially. Her father was some sort of self-employed inventor, who tinkered away at his own downtown lab. From our first acquaintance, he had made a point of soliciting my views on such questions as the U.S.-Soviet arms race or the novels of C. P. Snow, as if we were colleagues in some rarefied intellectual colloquium. Lisa’s petite mother, dizzy and distracted, seemed to have no job other than painting soulfully splotchy watercolors of the flowers in her backyard garden.

Through the mordant vignettes in Lisa’s early letters, however, I got to know her parents as she saw them. Her mother’s rapid and ready giggle, then, I understood as nervous rather than hearty, her flippant cutesiness as a retreat into a long-lost haven of whimsical adolescence. And I knew that her father drank too much, that in his cups he was wont to rage against a world that had dealt a man with his high ambitions a hand in life as a third-rate engineer.

For her part, Lisa had only traded greetings a few times with my mother. She had never met my father.

The meeting was to be held at Lisa’s father’s lab. As my parents and I climbed the back stairs and entered the cluttered fluorescent sanctum, to find her family already seated at their posts, I realized that the encounter was going to be even more dreadful than I had imagined.

When we had all taken our places—the three of them toward the back wall, my parents and I nearest the door—my father started talking. Without preamble, he assumed the chairmanship of the conference, as he was accustomed to do at scientific gatherings all over the world. By now a physician had certified Lisa’s pregnancy.

In 1960, abortion was still illegal in every state. Roe v. Wade was thirteen years in the future. In Colorado, as far as our parents knew, even the proverbial back-alley abortion was an almost unknown phenomenon—and far too risky to contemplate.

There were thus, as Dad now outlined it, three options facing us. Lisa and I could get married and have the child. I would then probably have to get a job to support the family, delaying college. Eventually, perhaps, Lisa could work at a part-time job and raise the baby while I went to college. We would almost surely, Dad went on in his calm, reasonable tones, have to go to inexpensive colleges like the University of Colorado—not the elite eastern schools to which we had applied.

A second option was for Lisa to take a year off and go to a home for unwed mothers. I knew of one or two girls at Boulder High, mysteriously transplanted for a year to Indiana or Wisconsin “to visit a cousin,” who were rumored to have chosen such a course—but they were, in the parlance of my peers, sluts from the wrong side of the tracks. In this event, Lisa would have to delay her graduation for a year. And, Dad editorialized, as though he were as au courant on maternal psychology as he was on the technology of the infrared spectrometer, a mother inevitably built up feelings for her unborn child. It might be harder than Lisa thought to give up her baby for adoption after carrying it for nine months.

No one spoke except my father. The tension in the room was excruciating. I sneaked a glance at Lisa: she seemed shrunken within herself, staring at the floor.

Finally Dad unveiled the third option. He had been in touch with scientific colleagues around the world—in particular, with one in Sweden and one in Japan, countries where, for citizens at least, abortion was legal. With the right strings pulled, it might be possible to arrange an abortion for Lisa. There were problems with this solution. The trip and the procedure would be very expensive. And since Lisa was more than two months pregnant already, there would be no time to waste.

My heart leapt at the prospect of this escape route, but I didn’t dare sneak another glance at Lisa. Dad finished his presentation. An agonizing silence claimed the laboratory. At last, my mother managed to say, “I think David and Lisa need to discuss this between themselves.” The meeting adjourned.

Three or four days passed before the families met again, during which interval Lisa and I procrastinated. On November 27, our quorum of six reassembled at Lisa’s home. Dad reported that the Swedish possibility had fallen through, but the Japanese lay open. The parents turned to Lisa and me, surprised to discover that we had not yet had our fateful discussion.

It had to come now. While the grown-ups waited (Lisa’s mother served tea), Lisa and I left the living room, went into her bedroom, closed the door, and sat on her bed. We had never before shared that intimacy, never made love in any bed, let alone hers. Now we sat at a distance from each other and tried to speak.

Assuming we would both jump at the Japanese escape, I was stunned to learn that Lisa wasn’t sure.

“Well,” I managed at last to ask, “do you want to get married?”

She was silent for an eternity. Then, almost in a whisper: “If I knew that you still loved me, then nothing would matter. I would marry you, child or no child. I would do anything for you. But…”

She could not finish the sentence. And I could not finish it for her. My own silence dictated the decision for us.

 

The day after our families’ second meeting, Lisa locked herself in a closet at home. For hours, her parents pleaded with her through the door, but she did not respond. At last her father unscrewed the door from the hinges, to find Lisa lying on the floor in a fetal position, covered in an immense pile made of all the coats in the closet.

In Lisa’s last letter, I learned of another scene that took place at her house a few days later: “My parents keep going over and over the fact that I ought to force you to marry me. They point out that all I have to do is yell ‘rape!’ and you go to jail and your father loses his job.” (Not likely, since my father was the director of his own observatory—but the scandal might have made the newspapers.)

As I would six months later, when I backed out of the Grand Teton, now I called up Jock and told him that, sadly, I couldn’t go to Mexico with him to climb the volcanoes. The trip, I said, was just too expensive.

It was not until the first week in January that Lisa and her father flew to Tokyo. By then, she was more than three months pregnant. The operation succeeded, however, without complications.

Lisa missed almost two weeks of school. When several friends, including Paul, asked me where she was (I mumbled some excuse about a bad case of flu), I realized with a flood of gratitude that now, when it counted most, Lisa and I had kept our whole mess a secret.

During our last five months of senior year, I exchanged not a word with Lisa, not even to ask how things had gone in Japan. We must have crossed paths in the hallways, but if so, I have censored the memory. I do recall, however, the all-school awards assembly at the end of May. Toward the close of that pageant of facile congratulation, I stood center front on the auditorium stage, co-valedictorian of the Class of 1961.

Then the principal asked me to step forward. “And now,” he intoned into the microphone, “please everybody join me in honoring the recipient of an Honorary National Scholarship to Harvard—”

All at once everyone in the school was on their feet, cheering and clapping—even the jocks and the cheerleaders. I stared out at the throng of faces, attempting a smile. The principal was pumping my right hand. Bathed in sweaty humiliation, I held my half-smile, while the voice in my head jeered, If only they knew….
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