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W‘) were so close. The top of the world was only
3, 000 feet away. But on that cold night in 1987, we
weren’t climbing. We were stranded in a snow cave,
listening to the jet stream T tear across Qomolangma at
well above 100 m. p. h..

We were pinned down just two days from the
summit and running out of time. At 25, 500 feet, the
earth’s atmosphere is too thin to support human life for
very long. No matter how much you eat, your body
can’t digest enough nourishment to keep you alive, and
all your muscles begin to at-
rophy 2 . Most climbers fade
after a week, and this was
already our seventh night at
high altitude. Unless the jet
stream lifted by morning, we
would have to go back down.

At dawn, we dressed for
the summit and crawled out of
the cave. Scott Fischer, our
expedition leader and my
longtime friend, shook his
head. “Well, that’s the ball

game, ” he shouted above the

roaring wind.

6]

The plume * of snow fly-
ing off Qomolangma made it

look like a volcano in full
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eruption, Two years of work, I thought. A decade of
training. A lifetime of hope. All blown away.

We packed our gear and just stood there for a
moment. Tears slid down Scott’s cheeks. My dream of
becoming the first American woman to climb Qomolangma

was shattered. [ cleared my head for the descent.

Back in the United States, I hadn’t even unpacked
my boots when Scott told me he had sent in our résumés
for another Qomolangma expedition. When 1 was
accepted and he wasn’t, I didn’t know if | wanted to
trust my life to a group of strangers.

But the pull of Qomolangma was still strong. My
life had turned sour with a stalled career and a broken
marriage, and 1 had decided that leaving my footprint
on the crown of the earth would heal my wounds. So I
joined the ten other climbers and was soon back on the
path to Qomolangma.

On August 19, 1988, we set up base camp on a
large glacier at the foot of the mountain. At night we
could hear the glacier creak and moan beneath us, and
the sound of avalanches ® roaring in the distance.

Beyond the edge of our glacier loomed the
Knumbu Ice Fall, 2, 000 vertical feet of jagged, shift-
ing ice. It was the most hazardous section of our route.
Within days, hidden crevasses ® can widen or close by
several feet, and ice towers the size of small buildings
can topple without warning.

I walked over to take a look with Steve Ruoss, a
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doctor. Among a maze of blue and white ice towers, we
found twisted ladders, boots, tent poles and ropes
coughed up by the glacier.

1 saw what looked like a yak © carcass.

“A Sherpa, TI'll bet,” Steve said. The Tibetan
guide’s body was a grim reminder why climbers call this
place the Mouth of Death.

On August 29, we began looking for the safest
route through the ice fall. Setting the trail around the
impassable towers and across the crevasses could take
up to two weeks.

We got used to the constant sound of avalanches.
One momning, when we heard a crack, we just kept
pounding ice axes and threading rope. The avalanche
made a dull grow! that became a roar. I looked up and
saw a white cloud tearing down the slope — straight
for us!

A bolt of fear shot down my spine. “Is it going to
hit us?”1 asked Jim Frush, our expedition leader.

He gazed up the hill. “I don’t know. ~

The plume was growing wider and closer. Even a
dusting of ice particles could damage our lungs. “Cover
vour mouths! " 1 shouted to the Sherpas, pulling a
neckerchief over my face. The roar grew louder, and I
could feel the ice tremble beneath me. We had to get
out of the path!

Jim and I hurried behind a chesthigh seam in the
ice and hunkered down with the Sherpas. 1 pressed my
chin against my chest and braced myself.
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