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For all those who have yet to climb
. . . you are not alone.
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CHOMOLUNGMA

If I can count to one thousand, I can get through this.

1, 2, 3 . . .

I’m going for a walk. That’s it. Just a walk. A very long, very steep, potentially deadly walk up Lhotse Face, a four-thousand-foot vertical wall of blue ice rising from the Western Cwm.

The Valley of Silence.

My mind is anything but silent, and from where I stand, Lhotse is a slick, shimmering beast.

An alpine skyscraper.

Just before the wall is a bergschrund, a gaping crevasse where the glacier has cracked and pulled away from the mountain. The morning’s gluten-free oats sit heavy in my gut as I stare down into its immensity. Its wide mouth gapes, hungry.

Then a sound.

A glove falls and slips into the void. I watch it disappear and stare long after it’s gone, hoping it will magically re-emerge.

None of the other climbers says a word, and one by one we climb over a field of shaggy rocks and cross a ladder over the bergschrund.

I focus on the ropes. Two skinny lines snaking up the icy face of Lhotse. One for us, the climbers going up, the other for those descending. The ropes are no thicker than my thumb but will guide us up a vertical mile like a handrail on a flight of stairs. In my mind, they morph into velvet ropes leading us toward a mysterious, exclusive nightclub where both the dancers and the drinks are flowing. A blackout drunk experience is way less terrifying than this.

A few steps off the route, unclipped, and I would become the glove. A quick and quiet slip into a vast and endless death.

In other words, it’s all up from here.

17, 18, 19 . . .

Mike, the head guide, is leading us up Lhotse, followed by Danny and Brian, the fastest and strongest of the climbers, with Ang Dorjee close behind. Mark and I keep pace in the middle, our sweet spot, and bringing up the rear is Lydia Bradey, an Everest legend—the first woman to summit without oxygen. Rob, another member of our team, who had been struggling, wasn’t healthy enough to climb past Camp 2.

33, 34 . . .

At breakfast, Mike said it would take just under five hours to scale the Face. I extend the safety carabiner from my harness, then open the jumar and feed it with the first fixed rope on my left. Attached to the climbing harness that cradles my hips and upper thighs, the jumar is a hand brake, or a ratcheting handle, which slides up the rope one way and pulls taut when weight is applied. Slowly I begin to walk, sliding my jumar up the rope, pushing my fingers deep into the glove so I can feel what I’m gripping through the bulky material. My gloves are baggy as always. Elite mountaineering gear is still designed for men, and even the extra-small gloves gape around my hands.

I’ve learned to make do.

When I first started climbing, the jumar was a symbol. The thing that made me a “real climber.” A tool to master for entrance into the cool-kid climbers’ club. After a decade of climbing and reaching five of the Seven Summits—the tallest mountain on each continent—I’m still a nerdy kid trying to fit in, but the jumar is no longer a flashy piece of equipment. It’s an extension of me. My lifeline, my anchor, it doesn’t unclip unless I do.

I respect the jumar. I bow to the jumar.

And every time I feel its steel teeth bite down on rope, I let out a hushed yes.

55, 56, 57 . . .

Leveraging my ice axe like a cane, I chop it into the wall and kneel into the incline to stabilize myself. Walking in crampons—strap-on metal cleats—is a tedious art. They dig into the hardened snow and ice to provide traction. Luckily, I share the same short gait as most of the Sherpas, who have already climbed ahead to set up camp for the night. I space out my steps to hit the tiny ledges their boots have cut into the ice. Not having to chop into virgin ice saves a sliver of energy, and I’m hoarding whatever juice I can. Every step must be precise and mechanical.

Deep breath and exhale. Emotions are dangerous at this elevation. Focus. Count. 61. 62. No feelings. Count. 70. No emotions. Count. 84. 85.

We’re thirty-six hours from summit, I think. Two camps to go. I’d try to calculate the miles, but they mean nothing anymore. This high on the mountain, distance is abstract. Granular, even. Our days are measured in landmarks and elevation gain. Camp 3. 24,500 feet. Camp 4. Yellow Band. Geneva Spur. South Col. 26,300 feet. Altitude owns us. It’s hard to grasp what is near and what is far. Time expands and contracts. Perspective shifts quickly. Zoomed out, we’re ants in formation, tiny black dots pushing up the side of a colossal mountain range. But my field of vision is microscopic—all I see is the shimmer and the crumble of the wall I’m climbing at this very moment.

At this altitude, we’re higher than most birds will ever fly.

I wonder if birds do this. Get obsessed with height. Try to fly higher than each other.

93, 94, 92 . . .

Shit. Start again.

1, 2, 3 . . .

Somewhere behind this wall is the summit. Or is it above?

Why didn’t I memorize this route better?

Lhotse is the final obstacle before Camp 3, where our oxygen tanks are waiting. Above 24,000 feet, the climb is a race against diminishing oxygen. This high, we rest, but we don’t recover. We are deteriorating. Strapped to our backs like newborns in a manta, the oxygen tanks will become our most precious cargo. Without them, we’d be done. Everyone except Lydia, maybe. The last chance for rescue is behind us, anyway. Helicopters don’t fly higher than Camp 2. Any kind of rescue now, even to bring back a dead body, has to be done step-by-step, on foot, down the ropes.

24, 25, 23 . . .

Shit. Again. Keep beginning again.

1, 2, 3 . . .

The wind is picking up.

The day’s usual banter and shit-talking have gone silent, replaced by baritone huffs and grunts. Everyone is focused on their next step.

“Rock!” Brian shouts suddenly from above. He swerves to the right as a basketball-sized rock tumbles down Lhotse.

Rock! Rock! Rock! The word echoes through us. We all swerve right. 22, 23, 24 . . . Another team slips quietly past on the descending rope, coming down from Camp 3. It’s unsettling to watch them descend while everyone else on the mountain is thinking up up up. It’s May 17. This is the summit window. Going down means something has gone wrong. As they pass, I realize I haven’t seen any other teams this morning. We’re the only ones on the Face.

Fifteen minutes later, the wind begins to whistle and groan.

“Ice!” hollers Ang Dorjee.

Ice.

Ice.

Ice.

Something isn’t right.

Halfway up, we hit a bulge, a dangerous rocky outgrowth covered in the ethereal sky-blue ice that forms when snow falls onto a glacier. The bulge is a beautiful icy scab we have to wriggle our bodies over while executing a complicated change of ropes.

Each fixed rope up Lhotse is about 150 feet long. At the end of a segment, we have to unclip our jumar from the climbing harness and attach it to the next rope. The moment between ropes is the most dangerous. It is a two-step process: you must always remain attached to the fixed line by at least one device to avoid slipping down the wall.

Being unclipped here is suicide.

I dig my crampons into the ice as hard as I can to keep my balance while clipping out. Just then, the wind starts to shriek, launching rocks the size of a gallon jug of water straight toward us. Shards break away from the wall and thud against my helmet. My goggles rattle. I kneel down and press my head against the Face. Up ahead, Camp 3, which I’d easily seen from this spot on our second rotation, is a blur. I squint to make it out, but the clouds are thick billows of cotton candy. A sight that would be sweet, beautiful even, anywhere else, but is not a good sign here.

We can survive the wisps of spun-sugar clouds that break away from the clump. Those are mild mini storms and pass fast. But if the whole cap descends on us, there’s nowhere to go. Up this high, scenery takes on a different meaning. Mystical cloud formations harbor avalanches, piles of whipped-cream snow are pocked underneath with icy fractures that might eat a leg or, worst case, an entire body.

Beauty and death are two sides of the same coin.

This morning, Mike predicted the sun was going to open up later. Instead, thick cloud caps descend on Lhotse, and before I can steady my feet on the wall, the wind’s shriek becomes a hollow scream. It blows divots into the marshmallow sleeves of my jacket. Thwaps against the rope. Whips the snow into icy tornadoes. Large hunks of ice and debris speed violently down the wall around us and disintegrate as they plummet hundreds of feet.

In every Everest disaster movie, this is the scene where people die.

Visibility approaches zero.

All I can see is the rope in front of me.

Praying the ground is solid, I step onto a rocky, exposed ridge where Camp 3 is supposed to be. I spot the first settlement of tents, where Ang Dorjee said our oxygen tanks would be waiting. Through frosted goggles, I see them—little silver and yellow cartridges lying in the snow like a pack of AAA batteries. Lifelines. My breath is ragged and thin. I stumble toward the tanks and fall into the group huddle. We wait for directions from the guides, but the wind swirls against us in wild icy dervishes, obliterating all sound. I strain to hear Mike, even though he looks to be shouting now. I don’t dare take off my neck gaiter and thick hood to hear him. Hypothermia hits instantly at this altitude.

“Grab your bottle and go!” Mike barks, and I hear his voice crack with panic. “Go, go, go! It’s getting worse, keep moving. We’re in a dangerous spot. Go, now!”

Over the last five weeks, we’ve been training for this moment, for our summit push. Mike has been stern, strict even, but never ever has he lost his cool. Hearing the panic in his voice launches me into a frenzy, shuttling me back to girlhood, to Lima, to home, where my father motivated us by screaming. Following orders was a nonissue in my house. There was no discussion, only repercussion. I always did as I was told.

I rush to scoop up my oxygen tank and move robotically through the steps as fast as I can.

Step One. Open backpack.

Step Two. Wedge oxygen tank into center.

Step Three. Connect regulator and mask to the tank.

Step Four. Tighten regulator so no oxygen is wasted.

My heart is pounding. I can hear my breath against the buff covering my neck and chin. Something in my mask still isn’t clicking. I fiddle around with the regulator, but my teammates are moving already, so I strap my mask on, unsure if oxygen is flowing, and follow them into the blizzard. Camp 3 is a shallow bowl perched on the edge of the mountain with a bird’s-eye view—usually. Our tents are pitched at the far end of the camp, another 500 feet up the embankment. Up ahead, I see a shadow breaking trail through the blizzard. I can’t see if it’s Danny or Brian. Flutters of snow become sheets and then, finally, a solid colorless wall.

The sky is bleached.

Fear flares through my body, hot and uncontrollable. Panic is deadly at altitude. I know this. It steals your oxygen, poisons your limbs. I’ve trained for moments just like this. But this knowledge can’t override the adrenaline shuttling through my veins.

As we pass the first settlement of tents, there’s a final traverse to cross. A thin ledge of rock we have to perch ourselves onto and then clip into a rope overhead. My mask is foggy, its airway thick and dull. When I draw a breath, I feel like I’m suffocating instead of pulling in oxygen. Maybe I didn’t start the regulator? Damn. I stop and pull my backpack off to check.

“Silvia, what the hell do you think you’re doing?” Lydia snaps. “You’re in a dangerous spot. Keep moving!”

From the men, brusqueness is expected, but from Lydia, it’s jarring. I’m gasping for air, so I rip off my mask and gulp down a thin breath. Hunks of debris slam down the wall fast and frantic, some exploding into deadly splinters, others thudding and blooming like tiny bomb clouds in front of my face. I grab the rope and walk toe-point, slowly—one foot in front of the other. I can’t see anything but my hands grasping the ropes immediately above me, and then, suddenly, those end too. Through brief gaps in the swirling snow, I see the next fixed line. I have to clip out.

My toes clench inside my boots like they’re trying to cling to the mountainside. Unlocking my jumar, I hold one long terrified breath. For a moment, I’m untethered and alone.

What if I just stop?

Just lean back and let go right now? Plummet into the void with the ice and scree. For the first time it clicks; I understand that not only has death always been on the table, but maybe that’s why I’m here.

More ice, endless ice it seems, falls around me at warp speed. I imagine I’m next. No one would hear or see me. I’d just be here and then I’d be gone. Easy. Maybe it would be easier to end it like this. Go out with a bang.

They say years that end in six are bad luck for climbing Everest. Both 1996 and 2006 were devastating for the climbing community when storms killed dozens of climbers and Sherpas. Some of their corpses are still black and frozen on the mountain, too cold to ever properly rot.

But it’s 2016 and here I am.

Back in Peru when my mother was battling cancer, I went to see a psychiatrist named Dr. Hugo. He determined that climbing Everest, for me, was a death wish. Isn’t it for everyone? I laughed, dismissing him as a typical Peruvian machista. Of course he’d balk at my ambition. I’d been underestimated by men like him my entire life. But maybe Dr. Hugo was right. Maybe I’m here to let the mountain do for me what I can’t do for myself.

By the time I click my jumar into the last stretch of rope, my skull is a symphony. The tat-tat-tat of my heart ricochets against its bony insides. Inside the gloves, my fingers are completely numb. My skin flashes hot, then cold, and my chest heaves like it might split down the center. Is the ground up or down? Everything is gyrating. My feet are walking on sky. Everything is white. Shiny bright white. Like the color of our national school uniform on the first day of school. White like the pristine gloves that school brigadiers wore during our annual patriotic march. Exclusive markers, those gloves were the ultimate recognition of being an exemplary student, something I ached to be.

White was clean, like the snow I’d only seen in movies.

White was tranquility, belonging, calmness.

White was order. Goodness.

But now inside the white, there is shouting.

The snowy silhouettes of my team flit in and out of sight. They’re somewhere ahead in the whiteout. The wind pushes me off-balance; it’s almost too strong to stand. I try to glue myself to the wall.

This is crazy. Totally fucking crazy. To climb a mountain—to climb this mountain—makes no sense.

1, 2, 3 . . .

I teeter on the lip of the traverse. Snow-blind, I click into the final rope, complete the traverse, then drop to all fours and bear crawl toward where I pray the tents are pitched. Finding my tent is the only goal. I block all other thoughts and sounds. There is no more counting. I’m nothing but a body moving through space. For once, blacking out comes in handy.

“Get inside any empty tent!” someone yells as our team Sherpas run past. “Descending to Camp 2, no safe!”

Finally, I spot a cluster of shapes. I fumble around for the double zippers of the first tent I reach, push them apart with a finger to unzip the frozen flap, and roll into the tent. I quickly pull my crampons off so the spikes don’t tear the tent, and fling my backpack to the ground. My oxygen tank pops out. My teeth chatter as blood starts circulating into my limbs. I can’t stop shivering. The winds are ferocious, thwapping against the nylon walls. My heart is in overdrive. I want to scream for help, but no one will hear me.

I can’t do this.

I need someone, anyone to help me.

Snotty tears roll down my cheeks.

I curl up on my side. This is as far as I’m going to make it. This is the end. Who was I to think that I could summit Mount Everest? The tears build into a heaving deep-belly sob. Not since the first day at Base Camp, alone and overwhelmed in my tent, have I cried like this.

Before I left San Francisco, I drafted a will—a formality my climber friends recommended. Too scattered to do anything official, I threw together a holographic will. Leaving my apartment to my nonprofit, I wrote something general about how it should continue to be used for good. But the will didn’t seem real. More like a half-assed precautionary measure a responsible adult would take. Now, the words last will and testament loom large.

What will I leave a testament to?

There were nights in San Francisco that I prayed for the San Andreas Fault to open up and swallow me whole. For my heart to quietly stop beating in my sleep. Some mornings I woke up with mysterious bruises all over my body. Other mornings, I woke up in a hospital not knowing how I had gotten there. So many days I wasted retracing the steps of my blackouts like a forensic scientist. All the friends and family who begged me not to climb Everest, who were afraid it might kill me, didn’t understand that I’d been killing myself for years.

I wrap my arms around my body as tightly as possible.

It’s not enough. It’s never been enough.

I pick up the canary-yellow oxygen tank and clasp it against my chest. Pretend it’s holding me, and cling to it like life support. What I need to keep breathing right now is not oxygen, but touch. I need to be held. I need a hug that wants nothing in return. A hug that is pure and protective.

The hug of a mother.

Everest has many names, but they all mean mother. Sagarmatha—Mother of the Sky; Chomolungma—Mother of the World. For some reason, I haven’t feared her. I have reverence for her power, her sheer hulking breadth. Instead of terror, I’ve felt protected by her size. There’s something nurturing and steady about eons of rock, about Everest’s immovable brutality and beauty. I’d come to envision her as the strong spiritual guide I had never had. And in return, I thought she would see me with the clear-eyed compassion of a mother.

What an outrageous fantasy.

What arrogance and delusion to think that a mountain could save me from myself. To believe that this sprawling formation of rocks and ice would open its so-called arms and provide me with safety. That it would give a shit if I lived or died. She’s killed so many. People come to Everest for many reasons—they want peace, adventure, honor, glory, transcendence. But like a good mother, she gives us what we need, not what we want.

Maybe Everest really is my glorified death wish. Maybe what I’ve been chasing is a way to go out on top. Literally.

Why did I expect Chomolungma to save me?

After all, she was not the first mother to let me down.
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BORRON Y CUENTA
NUEVA

After a swift knock, the front door creaked open. J’s hi-ho whistle danced through the house and into the kitchen where I sat with Mamita as she brewed café pasado and scooped out maracuya for morning jugo.

“Hola, pasa a la cocina, J,” she called. “Estoy haciendo un cafecito.”

“Buenos días,” said J, ambling into the kitchen and dropping a kiss on my mother’s cheek.

“Hola, J!” I chirped, pecking his cheek as he leaned toward me. His aftershave was a thick, spicy cloud. Lean, with a handlebar mustache, bushy black hair, and mahogany skin, J was younger than my gray-haired grouch of a father. His jovial bounce and whistle lightened the dark corners of the house. Mamita’s shoulders dropped when he was around.

“Jala el banquito!” she said. Pull up a stool. At that, I giggled. Our kitchen table, a low, rustic wooden table, was built for short people. When I sat on the backless kid-sized stools, my legs slid under with ease. My little brother Miguel was a toddler. Before we hired a housekeeper, Mamita hardly sat at all, flitting around to make sure the dishes were warmed and properly seasoned to my father’s standards. And my father, Segundo, was hardly five feet five. We all just fit. But the sight of J, at five feet eight, sitting at the table with his knees folded up to his chin, sipping from a delicate china cup, was silly.

My father didn’t allow visitors often, and my mother seemed to bask in J’s company. Mamita laid out two pan francés on the table—French-style rolls spread with butter, ham, and cheese—for J before he started work. She poured a tiny stream of coffee essence, café pasado, into my cup and an adult serving into J’s, topping off both with boiling water from a thermos. Then, she leaned in, ready to gossip, and they launched into the droning chatter of adults, leaving me to my café and pan. I snatched the can of evaporated milk from the table and splashed some into my cup. Mama promised I could have a full cup of café when I turned six the next year.

“Azúcar?” I said, holding a bowl of sugar cubes up for J but eyeing the glittering hunks for myself.

“No, no. Gracias,” J said, ruffling my hair. “No quiero engordar.”

J was convinced sugar would make him fat.

Mamita always giggled at this.

My mornings were spent here, content while J and Mama sipped and chatted—him eating, her hassling him to eat more. Meanwhile, I basked in the sun streaming through the window of the inner courtyard next to the kitchen, soaking in a feeling I didn’t have during the rest of the week. I noticed new things. Little things. Like the way my mom’s chestnut eyes gleamed or the extra tint of rose on her full high cheeks; the warmth of sun on my hand, the sweet-sour tang of the maracuya and the grainy crunch of its seeds between my baby teeth. I could feel these things wriggling into my mind—imprinting as color, light, joy.

J had been cleaning our house since I was a toddler. He was introduced to my father by a distant but trusted cousin as someone reliable. In the 1970s, Lima had a hierarchy that ranked mestizos, light-skinned Peruvians with mostly Spanish blood, above indígenas, darker-skinned Andean people, and drew lines between working, middle, and upper class, with stark definition. Skin color was synonymous with class. Even though my father was from the mountains, his light skin and education let him slip easily into Lima society, but Mama remained on the fringes, more comfortable with the working class than the elite. Most families in Lima who could afford staff did not take a cafecito with them. But Mama treated all people, rich or poor, equally and demanded I do the same.

Financial security is only as thick as a hair, she’d say.

Memories of poverty hunted her like a ghost dog—so close I think that she could still smell it. To her, J was a peer, both of them doing whatever it took to rise above the struggle. Young, hardworking, and much closer to her age than my father, J was the sort of strong, gentle country man she wished my father could be.

That at first maybe she thought he was.

[image: illustration]

To the people of his hometown, Santa Cruz de Chuca, a small village in the Andes, or La Sierra as we call it, my father had done more than well for himself. First, making it out of the mountains and into the capital city, he got an education, opened his own accounting firm, and built our home in Santiago de Surco, a colorful middle-class district with upper-class aspirations. But while my father became an important man driven by achievement and status, his heart went soft at the chance to help young men from La Sierra, where money was slim and opportunities were few. He brought many men to Lima and used his connections to get them jobs. He knew what it was like to be treated as second-class. It was his namesake. Segundo. Second. At first, my father was wary of letting another man into the house. For him to cede any part of his turf was major. But like Mamita, he must have seen something of himself in J, because in time, he embraced him as part of the family.

Somewhere, there’s a picture of me as a toddler holding my father’s hand as I chase after a red plastic ball. In the background J is watching us, smiling.

J came to clean every week, and it took him all day. Our house, a two-story modernist design, created by a known Lima architect, was my father’s opus, and he demanded it be kept pristine. Floor-to-ceiling windows wrapped the house, letting in floods of searing white light, but the dark cherrywood floors quickly swallowed it up in shadowy pockets.

J started with the windows. I stood in the driveway and watched in awe as he leaned a long metal ladder against the front of the house, then climbed rung by rung to clean and shine the outside of the windows with vinegar and stacks of old newspaper. Wet ink stained his hands for the rest of the day. Then, the floors. He polished the parquet floors and stairs and the heavy swooping banisters to a glossy shine with la cera roja, a thick, pungent, carnauba wax that smelled like spilled gasoline. It was oxblood red, and when J squeezed it onto the floor, it reminded me of the thick and goopy glue I used for my art projects. But as he slowly worked the waxer over the floors, it went slick and spread out, disappearing into the wood. For days after, my socks slipped around wildly, and my shoes made a rubbery clean squeak. But it was the smell I remember most. Astringent, heavy, alcoholic, it clung to my nostrils, my clothes.

“To work!” J bent down and in one beat swooped me up off my stool and lifted me onto his shoulders. From there, I could see on top of the fridge, could almost rake my fingers across the ceiling. I laughed, gleeful. Just as fast, he plopped me back onto the ground and bent to scoop up his cup and plate.

“Dejalo no más,” Mama said, waving him away. “Leave it. Silvita, give J a hug and then stay out of his hair, okay? He’s got lots to do!”

But J was already whistling his way to the front hall closet, where he shed his khaki pants and long-sleeve button-down shirt and swapped them out for ragged work pants and a T-shirt. Every week, after he finished, he showered on the third floor in the azotea where all the laundry was done, rolled his things into a makeshift bundle, and dressed again in his khaki pants and button-down shirt. When he left, it was close to sunset, and his thick, inky hair was coiffed to perfection.

The next year, just as the Shining Path murders began in the mountains surrounding Cusco, I started first grade at María Reina, the Marianistas’ Catholic school across town. It was a long drive, but my father was the accountant for the school, and he got a discount. Education was the most important thing to him. And a prestigious one at a good price was something he was willing to drive for—even for a daughter. To prepare for classes, I needed a uniforme único. A legacy of Peru’s militaristic government, a nationwide school uniform was enacted in 1970 as an attempt to reform our deeply embedded social-class system. By dressing all the students the same way, they figured, Peruvian school kids would be twinned, blurring social, racial, and economic differences. There would be no reason to discriminate against anyone. The uniform was to be worn throughout elementary school—first grade to sixth grade—and all through high school.

At a department store, two premade uniforms might cost 300 soles. But at Mercado Central, where Mama took me with cash from my father tucked into her purse, material for knockoffs could be purchased and sewn for a quarter of the price.

“Agarrate fuerte de mi!” Hold on tight, my mother warned, clutching my left hand and locking onto her purse with the other.

Ever vigilant of the pickpockets and purse snatchers who swarmed the mercado, Mama was expert at weaving through the streets. Around the market, tricycles, ambulantes, and buses converged in smoky clusters while people sprinted through traffic. “Caserita!” “Caserita!” Vendors hollered, employing their pet names for customers to lure us in. Wooing and sweet-talking was simply a part of shopping.

“Caserita preciosa. Ay mi reina, que te puedo servir?”

My gorgeous customer, my queen, how can I help you?

I stood a bit taller. I knew my mother was gorgeous, and hearing them holler after her, trying to catch her attention, even if it was only for business, tickled me with pride. She used it to our advantage. That was also part of shopping.

Mama set the material for two skirts and two shirts on the counter. As the vendor added up the bill, she threw on two more bolts of fabric. Both larger pieces.

“How much?” Mama asked the vendor.

“Two hundred soles.”

“Que cosa? Carisimo! No way. Vámonos. Let’s go, Silvita.”

She grabbed my hand and started to pull me from the store. I turned my nose up and marched beside her.

“Wait, wait!” He cried. “One hundred fifty.”

“You think I’m a millionaire?” Mama huffed. We kept walking.

“Ay! One twenty-five.”

She spun on her heel, glancing over her shoulder, still ready to bolt.

“One hundred. Y nada mas. He looks like he’d love my business,” Mama added, pointing to an identical stall across the alleyway.

“Okay, okay, calm down. Come back.”

Leaving was staged. The walkout was integral to the song and dance of the bargain. Only a sucker paid the first ask. Even I knew that. We had to perform the act of leaving to get what we wanted.

“Put the larger cuts in a different bag, por favor,” Mama said as she separated and folded them neatly on the counter, her hands running tenderly over the heavy material.

She paid and thanked the vendor, and we ducked back into the choked streets, two packages tucked under Mama’s arm, my small hand folded into hers.

“Mama, but why? Why two packages? Who for?”

“Shush shush, hijita.” She clucked her tongue. “Be alert right now. You have to learn to pay attention in the city. Your life is too soft.” She’d been raised in La Victoria, an industrial hood skirting Old Lima’s city limits. It was nothing like the manicured streets of my neighborhood. In Lima, industries clustered together in districts: cobblers, fabric merchants, stone and tile. La Victoria was the automotive part of town. We called it the Recycling Center. If you wanted to track down something stolen, you went to La Victoria. You had to watch your back there. Family were the only ones to be trusted. Even then, loyalties fluctuated.

We crossed the main avenue, weaving through cars, horns bleating as we rushed toward the intersection of Calle Capón. A smile crept over my face. I knew this corner. We were heading toward my favorite Chinese bakery. Surrounding the Mercado, Lima’s massive Chinatown was full of chifas, Cantonese–Peruvian hybrid restaurants.

“No need to tell your father we came downtown,” she said, handing me my favorite pork bun.

I wondered if we should bring my father a snack. His office was just down the street. But he didn’t like us to stop by unplanned. Or, really, at all. And I’d learned to stop asking.

“Mmmm hmmm,” I hummed, my mouth full, savoring every bite of the pillowy bun.
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Father dropped me off at school early every morning on his way into the office, taking Avenida Angamos all the way. Rush hour was minimal then—a few colectivos, the communal vans that acted as mini city buses, clogged the road, and at the stoplights men weaved around the cars to sell the morning paper through the window. In the afternoons, he picked me up and came home for almuerzo—a long, late afternoon lunch—before going back to the office to work late. Sometimes, he didn’t come home for dinner at all. These were the nights that Mama paced the kitchen; other times, she would busy herself with my brother, Miguel.

A flash of a woman, my mother was hard to catch. She was always flitting in and out of the house, running endless errands. Rushing between here and there. Sometimes she left us at home with J instead of loading us into the car to tag along.

So much of that time was a blur of motion, light, and noise.

One afternoon, she set up a little art station for me on a desk in the guest room with a sketch pad and crayons.

“Mamita, puedo ir contigo hoy?”

I desperately wanted to go with her.

“No.” She hushed me, turning my head to the paper and pastels. “Not today, hijita. You stay here with J. Another day you can come.”

“Mamita . . . ,” I pleaded.

“Ya vengo.” She pecked me on the cheek and ran out before I could protest further. “Un ratito!” she called, already halfway down the stairs. Un ratito. Mama was always going out for a little while. Just a minute. A tiny, little minute. Everything was diminutive. Just a little bit of cake. Just a teensy sip of pisco.

How could such a tiny bit of anything hurt anyone?

I don’t remember how long she was gone before I heard J’s whistle coming down the hall.

“Silvita?” He called my name, his voice a deep baritone.

“Ah, here you are.” He came in and shut the door behind him. He lifted his index finger to his mouth. Shhhh, he whispered, his eyes twinkling like it was a game. Shhhhh. I giggled, nodding along. What were we playing with no sounds? The silent game. I knew that one. Maybe hide-and-seek.

“Come here.” His whisper was raspy, muffled.

“What?” I said.

“Sientate.” He patted the bed. I dropped the crayon and plopped down next to him.

He put his hand on my leg over my school skirt. His palm swallowed my thigh, and the end of his fingers grazed my knee. His hand was cold and rough from the cleaning and climbing. Against my warm skin, it made me shiver.

His eyes held mine as he leaned down and brushed his lips across my cheek. I could feel the wiry hairs of his mustache and swallowed a giggle, trying my best to stay silent. To follow the rules of the game. Then, something new. His lips moved to mine. Pinched and dry, they scraped the soft tissue inside my lip. I froze. He watched my face, like he was looking for something. I’d seen my parents kiss. I had kissed my aunt. But his kiss felt different. I played along. Slowly, he pushed the long gray pleat of my school skirt up one leg. Motioned for me to lay my head on the pillow. There was no more laughing, no more sound. He stopped whispering but continued to press the shhhh finger against his lips to let me know we were still playing. After a while—three minutes, five minutes, an hour, an eternity, I don’t know—he pulled my skirt back down and without breaking eye contact, tucked a stray curl into my ponytail.

There was a sticky white glob on my leg, and as I reached down to touch it, J quickly wiped it away with the inside of his T-shirt. “No digas nada,” he whispered, leaning so close the hot steam from his mouth wet my ear. “Tus papas saben lo que estoy haciendo y están de acuerdo.”

No need to say anything. Your parents know what I’m doing and it’s okay. They’ve asked me to.

With J, I’d always been ready to play. He’d kissed me before, on the cheek, petted me, played with me, flung me into the air, and we all laughed. Me and Mama. Our laughter meant play. And now, he was following orders. Listening to my parents, to my father, the way I always had. I didn’t understand why they would ask for this but didn’t dare question it.

En conversación de adultos se callan los menores, my father always said.

In adult conversations, kids are quiet.

After that, J never had to hiss shhhh again. All he had to do was bring a finger to his lips and the sound rattled through my mind, a great shushing snake that drowned out any thoughts, any urge to speak, to question. Even my quieting was quiet.

And that is how it began.

A long, silent, strange game, one I never knew the rules to. The only thing I knew for sure was that the sound of the garage door opening meant the end. The house began to turn inside out on me. Its corners darkened. When my parents fought, it drove numbing needles into my fingers. I hated the screaming, the violent rages, vases shattering, bones cracking. But I learned there was something worse.

The sound of a whistle.

Silent games.

The muffled choke of a girl quieted by a hand.

Every night before bed, I’d kneel in front of the nightstand, between the twin beds where Miguel and I slept, and pray to the Ángelito de la Guarda.


Ángelito de la Guarda,

dulce compañía,

no me desampares

ni de noche ni de día.

No me dejes solo que me perdería.



I asked her to protect Padre, Mamita, Miguel, and J. I asked her to protect me. Please don’t leave me lonely during the night and during the day, because if you leave me alone, I’ll lose myself.
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By 1983, I was in third grade, and Sendero Luminoso—the Shining Path—had made their way down from the mountains of Ayacucho and started to infiltrate Lima. It was all over the news. Electric towers exploding. Rolling blackouts. Kidnappings. Car bombs. A domestic terrorist movement based on the principles of Chairman Mao, the Shining Path was ignited by a philosophy professor in the central Andes surrounding Cusco. He believed that by taking land and governmental power out of the hands of the bourgeois and returning it to the proletariat, Peru could become a more equitable nation. The Shining Path’s methods were bloody and unyielding.

It was a time of tyrannical precision and violent outbursts. The current of danger was luminous, both inside and outside my home.

One afternoon, I was waiting to go with Mamita to visit her sister, my Tía Irene. The clock in the kitchen read three-thirty, no, no . . . six-fifteen. I often mixed up little and big hands. My stomach grumbled, but I didn’t dare call upstairs for my mom. Time was irrelevant to Mamita anyway. A fluid suggestion rather than a fixed moment. I’d learned to wait patiently.

“Segundo, nooo, noo, noo!” A scream from upstairs ripped through my hungry haze. “Qué haces? Noooo.”

Mama!

Our staircase swept from the front door to a second-floor landing. Cautious, I ran halfway up on my tiptoes and peeked through slats in the railing. On the landing above, my mother was on her knees, while my father rained blows down on her back, the top of her head, her arms, anything he could reach.

“You fucker,” he barked.

I ran up two more stairs. As he pummeled her, she became still, pulling her body in tighter and tucking her fingers into her palms. Like a turtle retreating into a shell.

“Noo!” I screamed, charging up the stairs, my socked feet slipping out wildly beneath me, landing me onto my hands and knees. I crawled up the final stairs. “No a mi mami!”

Not to my mom, you won’t.

His bushy eyebrows were scrunched together, and fury appeared in his eyes. Desperate, I threw my body between them. Maybe he’ll listen now. Maybe he’ll stop . . . His fist hit my nose, and I heard the crunch before I felt a hot black wave wash over me. I fell to the floor and curled into a ball next to my mom. Blood streamed from my nose; its fiery red color was shocking against the glossy cognac wood.

“You imbecile!” Mama was on her feet again, making the most of his momentary shock. “Look what you’ve done. Le has roto la nariz a tu hija.”

You broke your own daughter’s nose.

“Mi hijita, ay, mi hijita. Lift your head.” Mama rushed to the green bathroom and grabbed a handful of cotton balls. She tore one in half and made a tiny ball that she pressed just inside my left nostril, then pulled me to the couch and cradled me, propping my head into the crook of her elbow.

But the bleeding didn’t stop. I began to wail.

“Vamos al doctor.” Mama stood up abruptly and, without a word to my father, carried me down the stairs, out the front door, and tucked me into the front seat of my father’s car.

“Ten la cabeza arriba.”

“Mom, am I going to die?”

“No hijita, you’ll be fine.”

I leaned my head back against the seat and pinched my nostrils, careful not to bleed on the beige seats.

At the ER, we stepped up to the admissions desk.

“My daughter fell from the stool and hit her face,” Mama explained calmly. “I plugged it with cotton, but the bleeding hasn’t stopped. She might have broken something.”

Upset that the nurses would think this was my fault and confused about why Mama didn’t remember what had just happened, I tugged at her jacket. “But Mama, I didn’t fall down . . .” She looked down at me, her eyes watery, and stroked my hair. My mouth was metallic with blood. Thin clots slid down the back of my throat.

“Shhh, cállate, hijita,” she said. “Shhh. No digas nada. Quédate callada.”

Shhh. Say nothing. Stay quiet.

I swallowed my words.

“Quieres unas salchipapas?” Mama asked as we walked out of the hospital.

“Sí!” I exclaimed, the pain already being replaced with the thought of the salty crunch of French fries and sausages drowned in mayonnaise and ketchup.

“But Mama, una preguntita. What about the blood on the floor?”

“Don’t worry, hijita, J will clean it up tomorrow.”

There were so many things I had to stay quiet about now.

And as I grew quieter, the bombs from the mountains grew louder.

The Shining Path was encroaching on Lima, infiltrating the city and setting fire to buses and bombing residential streets.

The growing chaos outside my home matched the growing chaos inside.
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Tía Emerita always prayed over the chicken before she slit its throat. As the birthday girl, it was my job to hold its wings and hold them tight. She set up a plastic bucket underneath the stairwell in the produce hall outside the kitchen.

“Silvita, come!” Her voice was loud and high-pitched.

“Mama, por qué tengo que hacerlo?” I whined. Why do I have to do it?

“Cállate y no te quejes!” Mama snapped. “Don’t disrespect your aunt. She’s traveled a long way.”

If there’s one thing she wouldn’t tolerate, it was snobbery. Especially not to my aunt, who brought a chicken she raised herself and carried in her lap all the way from Puente Piedra. Tía Emerita’s neighborhood sat at the edge of Lima where many families lived in hillside shacks without water, gas, and electricity. To get here, my aunt had taken the covida bus, an old school bus that traveled in one general direction but with no real schedule, stopping at random street corners so often that the twenty-five-mile trip to our house took two hours. She had to double-wrap the chicken’s body in plastic bags and tie them together like a satchel—a little chicken purse—and put it in a big gunnysack. During the ride she’d give it some air by setting the satchel on the seat next to her, or if the bus was crammed, on her lap. After, she would put it back and show up at our door with the gunnysack slung over her shoulder and a wide grin on her face.

Emerita was Miguel’s godmother and my father’s first cousin. She had left Santa Cruz de Chuca after elementary school to come live with my father in Lima, where she stayed until she fell in love and had my cousin Felipe. They moved to a modest brick house, where Tía sold chickens, pigs, rabbits, and turkeys from her adjoining corner store. In La Sierra, where Tía was from, it was customary to bring something you’d grown as a birthday gift. Papas. Pollo. Humitas. Choclo. Bringing a fruit of your labor, a chicken for slaughter, meant more than any doll or candy or toy.

That didn’t mean I wanted anything to do with the chicken. I was a city kid, a limeña, used to eating meat that was already dead and plucked.

“Hija,” Mama kneeled down to my eye level, her voice softer. “This is your tía’s gift. It’s full of love.”

In the hall, I could hear the bird squawking. A large metal stockpot of water began to boil on the stove.

I knew better than to fight back. I was nine now and practically a woman. I suppose it made sense. So many other things were happening that I didn’t understand. Why shouldn’t I be able to kill a chicken?

I walked slowly to meet my fate.

Miguel and our cousin Felipe, who was six years older than me, were crawling over each other for a chance to see the bird. From deep within the smelly sack, Emerita yanked a stunning bundle of white and flame-orange feathers. It smelled like feed pellets and dirt, and its body was diapered in a series of plastic bags. She peeled the bags off slowly, motioning for me to clasp my hands around its body. My hands didn’t fit all the way around, and the bird bucked and ca-cawed under my timid grip.

“Hold it tight, girl!” Emerita bellowed. “Que no se te escape.”

Quills dug into the delicate flesh of my fingers. I squeezed tighter and felt the bird’s heart thump against my sweaty palms. For a minute, our heartbeats merged.

“Are chickens scared to die?” I asked Tía.

“Love is killing it quickly,” she replied.

From what I’d seen, love was explosive, seismic; a complex equation of secrets and cover-ups, of ever-shifting moods. Mesmerized by the warmth of the chicken’s body pulsing between my hands, I understood love could be something more tender.

Just then the chicken became serene in my hands.

Before I could question Tía again, she yanked its head back with one hand and slit its neck in a clean, swift motion. Brilliant scarlet blood streamed from its convulsing body into the bucket, then slowed to short spurts. Tía pressed her free hand over mine to make sure I didn’t loosen my grip.

Little by little its violent jerking slowed, then abruptly stopped. I blinked. I’d been holding my breath. Little dots of scarlet painted my face. War paint. When I finally took a breath, the air was tinny and thick. Tía grabbed the chicken from me and with a butcher knife unceremoniously hacked its head off. She brought the boiling pot from inside and poured it into another metal pot next to the stairs, then dunked the chicken into the steaming water to loosen feathers from skin. We had to work fast, Tía said, as we sat on the steps knee-to-knee and plucked every feather from its body, making certain not to miss a single feather. A feather was evidence of slaughter. No feathers meant no proof of agony.

With the chicken dead and plucked, preparations for the birthday almuerzo began. Mamita and Emerita were making my favorite: arroz con pollo. On the way into the kitchen, Tía pushed the bloody bucket aside with her foot. Later she’d use it to make sangrecita, chicken-blood stew.

Love is killing it quickly, she’d said.

Love must be bloody, I thought.

It was ten a.m.

For the next two hours, Tía and Mama disappeared into a flurry of cooking and local gossip. They chopped garlic, steamed the white rice, butchered the chicken into parts, and assembled a causa de atún, a cold pressed-potato dish stuffed with tuna and mayonnaise. Soon, the house was filled with the earthy green smell of stewing cilantro. As the chicken browned on the stove, its blood simmered in a small pot, slowly clotting and congealing into a jiggly ground-beef-looking stew.

Miguel and Felipe played fulbito in the front drive. My father was, as usual, still in his home office.

Almuerzo would soon be served at the ornate ten-person table in our rarely used “fancy” dining room. Tía laid out my parents’ special occasion plates and gold-rimmed coupe glasses. The delicate crystal bowl, the thin ring of gold, was like something a princess might sip from.

“Bring a bottle of pisco, Silvita,” called my mother. “The big one.” I skipped to the storeroom under the stairs where my parents kept their liquor. It was a dark, gaping space barely taller than me. The low plywood door creaked as I swung it open. Past a maze of canned beans, ten-pound bags of rice and sugar, and stacks of bottles of nuclear-yellow Inca Kola, was a shiny display of magical-looking bottles. A variety of piscos, Cartavio rum, J&B Scotch whiskey, and Campari, with its electric-orange liquid and regal label. The door swung shut behind me, and I didn’t move to prop it open. Sounds from the kitchen were muffled. Just a sliver of light spilled under the door. I thrilled in the soft darkness of the room.

Upstairs, I had a room, but it was no longer mine. J could find me there anytime. Under the stairs, the shadows of home didn’t feel so daunting. Warm and dark and sweet smelling, it was a portal to another land, but not another place that would swallow me whole. One where we didn’t have to worry about my Tía traveling alone while bombs shattered the city. Where I wasn’t stuck waiting for someone, anyone, to tell me why J did what he did. For the adults, it must have been a special room too. Because all those bottles—the astringent and syrupy concoctions, their wines, their whiskeys, their pisco, which smelled the worst of all—always seemed to brighten the mood.

“Silvia!”

I grabbed the first bottle my fingers touched and bolted out of the room, latching the door behind me. In the kitchen, the blender was whirring. I set the pisco on the counter, and Mama measured aloud her recipe for the perfect strawberry pisco sour, a celebratory birthday drink: “Two cups strawberries, half a cup of sugar, one cup pisco, one cup of water, three cups of ice, and the squeeze of two limones.” I licked my lips at the sight of the strawberries and all that sugar.

“Segundooooo! Segundo! La comida ya está lista.”

My father sauntered out from his office, stiff and unsmiling. He surveyed the landscape. As everyone sat to eat, there was a restlessness in my mother’s face as she watched him take his first bite. He nodded and took another, and the table broke out into chatter.

“Salud comadre, salud compadre!” they cried.

Everyone held up their fancy glasses, filled to the brim with slushy strawberry pisco, mine just a third of the way. Un poquito. A kid’s portion. As I sipped, the cold hit me first, then the sweet bloom of sugar and the searing heat as it melted down my throat. I choked a bit, and my father chuckled, proud almost. The liquor was an electric shock down my spine. A tickle in the brain. A tiny humming over my skin. A swell of comfort.

Of pleasure.

Across the table, my parents toasted each other and kissed lightly on the lips. Seeing them touch lit me up. Borron y cuenta nueva, Mom liked to say. Kiss and make new. They did that on special days. Forgot the fighting. The screaming. The past didn’t matter. It was a clean slate. For this day, at least.

I gulped down another sip. I wanted to forget. I wanted to make new.

“Salud to you, my dear Silvita!” cooed Mamita. “You’re nine now. What a beautiful age. You’re becoming a young woman.”

“Keep studying,” grumbled my father. “A young woman, yes. Now you can keep your room clean.”

In all the morning cartoons and fairy tales, the princess left home on the arm of a handsome prince. I kept trying to wedge our portrait into the frame, but no fairy tale fit my story. My father looked more like Mamita’s father than her prince. His hair silver where hers was still dark brown. At school soccer games he didn’t roughhouse or join in like the other dads. An older man, a younger woman. Maybe they met like me and J? If J was who my father had chosen for me, did that make him my prince?

Everyone finished their piscos, and Sandra, our housekeeper, plunked two-liter bottles of Inca Kola down on the table. But before we got to dessert, Emerita stood suddenly. She wanted to be home before dark. The Shining Path had continued to set off car bombs at random around the city. Nighttime bus routes were dangerous and unpredictable. Especially for a woman and child alone.

“Senderistas, aye,” Emerita cried. “Están destruyendo todo!”

She, like most people she and my father had grown up with, was a proletariat, one of the Peruvians Sendero Luminoso said they were fighting for, but she cursed their bloody approach. “How are we free if that means killing many of our own?”

As the room broke into debate, Miguel and Felipe ran to the living room, and I snuck to the kitchen and poured the last of the pisco sour from the blender straight into my mouth. Its sweet and sour warmth felt like a hug from the inside. I ran the seeds over my tongue, savoring their gritty crunch and remembering mornings with J, before. When he and Mama and I sat in the middle of our sunny kitchen, the maracuya bursting in my mouth.

My parents didn’t notice I was gone, so I backed slowly out the side door and into the interior hall where we’d killed the chicken. I ran up the three flights of stairs to the azotea. Just past the washbasin, there was a short ladder that led to the roof. Careful not to snag my birthday outfit on the splintery wood, I crawled up it and onto the shimmery tin roof. Still fuzzy from the pisco, I stepped slowly to the edge of the roof and leaned into the fading sun. I could see past the tops of the fiery red poinciana trees to the cerros—hills—in the distance. Massive and smog-cloaked, the cerros on the outskirts of Lima were home to a village of thousands who’d claimed the land by squatting. They first built shantytowns, with no running water or electricity, until eventually the place became theirs.

I looked at the cerros and imagined a place free of secrets. Somewhere far from here. Somewhere I could breathe my own air. Down on the sidewalk the heladero man pushed his yellow cart past, blowing his silver horn like a magical flute. Whoo whoooot! Neighbor kids ran from their houses, soles in hand for a box of bombones or Peziduri.

Whoo whoooot!

That whistle meant ice cream, meant summertime was here, or spring was on its way. Meant the end of the dry season. Meant, if we were lucky, trips to El Bosque, an enchanting forested pool club far outside the city, where I was free to run and play, to notice the sounds of birds, the colors and smells of the plants, acts of noticing that were lost to me in the punitive precision of home.

A whistle from the heladero was a call to play. To revel in childhood.

But as I listened that night from my spot on the roof, the sound started to warp. To morph into something more complex and sinister. I leaned out a little farther and squeezed my eyes shut. I wanted to hold on to the sweet ice cream whistle just a little bit longer. But it was too late. The hi-ho of J’s whistle danced alongside, twisting and bending it, until the two whistles became indistinguishable. Until they became one.

The whole world swirled below me—whistles and blood spatter and pisco.

Love is killing it quickly.

There would be no kiss and make new for me.
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SUMMIT MITTENS

KATHMANDU, NEPAL 2016

I was wide awake at seven a.m., my ears still ringing from the cacophony of last night’s schlep into Kathmandu. The meep-meep of moped horns. The long smoker’s sigh of exhausted buses huffing and puffing their way down crowded streets. Kathmandu is dense. Kathmandu is dirty. Kathmandu is chaotic.

I feel right at home.

It’s Lima in the 1980s. Not the manicured side, the Miraflores, or the Barranco. But Puente Piedra. Downtown Lima. Combi-style vans blaring their horns and buzzing past three to a lane, motorcycles driving the wrong way to cut through traffic, whole families riding helmetless. Pedestrians playing Frogger just to cross the street. The Lima where vendors swarmed the streets and traffic was unregulated. Shit, everything was unregulated. If you could drive in central Lima, you could drive anywhere with a steering wheel on the left-hand side.

Groggy, but too buzzed to sleep, I roll over in bed and try to relish the 400-thread-count sheets. It’s my last night in a real bed for two months. For the two-week trek to Base Camp, I will sleep on hard cots in tea houses, and then for the six weeks training to summit Everest, I will be in a tent. I try to hang onto this minute. To soak in the comfort of hotel sheets and fluffy down, to capture a moment of stillness and breathe the cool hum of fully oxygenated air. But chilling has never been my strong suit. There’s too much to do.

Ang Dorjee Sherpa is coming to check my gear soon, and everything’s a mess. I crawl out of bed and part the heavy curtains, letting light filter in through the sheers. My window overlooks the swimming pool, and beyond that, acres of lush, manicured lawn. Far from the chaos of downtown, the Hotel Annapurna is one of Kathmandu’s few luxury hotels. Worth it for a couple nights of comfort before the trek, I figured. I brush my teeth, slip on a Courageous Girls T-shirt and down vest, and dump the contents of my suitcases onto the two double beds. It’s like an REI garage sale: mounds of down—thin jackets, thick jackets, vests, pants—piled high against the wooden headboards. Boots and headlamps and tiny hills of freeze-dried snacks. On Everest, defective gear can be the difference between not only summit and failure, but life and death.

It’s no time to go cheap. Especially on my very first attempt.

For the two-month expedition to summit, we have to pack four different sets of gear: a Base Camp hike bag, an everyday life at Base Camp bag, a rotation-training bag, and a summit bid bag. It’s a logistical nightmare, and organization is not my strong suit.

I set to work sorting everything into piles.

Something’s missing. I can’t put my finger on it yet, but it’s a dull hum at the back of my brain. A familiar lurking. I’ve forgotten something important. Forgetting equipment is my trademark. Sometimes I wonder if it’s really forgetfulness or the result of feeling unfinished. Like there’s a part of me out there that I haven’t found yet.

There’s a sharp tap at the window.

Damn.

It’s exactly nine. Not 9:20. Not even 9:05. Ang Dorjee Sherpa sure as hell isn’t on Peruvian time.

“You have the list?” he asks as I crack my door slowly. His voice swoops up, almost a British lilt to his Nepali accent. I nod. “Please, come in,” I say, bowing instinctually.

Ang Dorjee is Everest royalty, born into climbing. His father was Nima Tenzing Sherpa, the guide who helped British mountaineer Chris Bonington summit in the 1970s and ’80s, back when climbing Everest was even more rare and prestigious. A Master Sherpa, Ang Dorjee has summited Everest twenty times and was one of the heroes during the disastrous 1996 season that Jon Krakauer memorialized in Into Thin Air. He lives in the States now with his American wife and two kids but comes to the Himalayas every season to guide climbers up Everest and visit his family.

Our crew is an elite team of eight led by Adventure Consultants, one of the original Everest guiding companies. I know I’ve put in the work to earn my place, but I still feel lucky they let me join at the last minute. The rest of the summit team set out two days ago with the lead guide, Mike, on the forty-mile hike to Base Camp. I should have been with them, but I couldn’t leave the States any earlier. Ang Dorjee was gracious enough to delay his departure to greet me in Kathmandu, review my gear, and pass it on to the Sherpas to transport to Base Camp.

He stakes a wide cowboy stance at the end of the bed and pulls a piece of paper from a file folder with my name on it. A shadow of mustache darkens his broad mahogany face. Smile lines whisker away from his thin, dry lips.

Determined to show him I’m prepared, I dig around my backpack for the spreadsheet I’d printed back home in San Francisco. “Ta-da!” I say awkwardly, producing a crinkled wad of paper from the bottom of my carry-on. With the slightest hint of a smirk, he takes the list and smooths it out between muscular, weathered hands. We move through the hundred-item list at an efficient clip as I dash between the double beds, digging frantically through my piles and holding up the items for him to check off.

“Negative-four-degree sleeping bag,” he says.

“Check, sir, yes sir!” I call, hitting my best at-attention stance.

Not even a chuckle.

“Negative-forty-degree bag,” he says.

For nights above Camp 3.

“Check!”

“Pee bottle.”

“I should have bought these in bulk.” I laugh.

Ang Dorjee plows ahead. He doesn’t laugh.

“Too big,” he nods to the thermos I’d handpicked knowing it was bulky but overruled by visions of endless tea on frigid mornings.

“On to boots,” he says.

Boots are not a line item on this expedition but an entire category.

“Down bivvy boots?”

“Check.”

“Snow gaiters.”

“Check.

“Climbing boots.”

“Check, check, check,” I cry, scooping boots up from the floor, under the bed, atop my pillow. “And these boots are officially made for walking!”

My act is bombing. No friendly crinkling of his weathered face. Not even a pity laugh. He makes a final scrutinizing sweep of my gear as I gnaw at my cuticles. Americans often mischaracterize Sherpas as overly warm and docile, almost cartoonish in their nurturing, and I did too, at first, but there’s no mistaking that Ang Dorjee is one macho man. His skin is tanned to leather from years of climbing, but something about his stern, authoritative nature reminds me of my father. His sturdiness strikes a chord. Suddenly, I’m back in a classroom. Fourth grade at María Reina in Lima. My uniform pressed and starched. Raising my hand, proudly reciting all the right answers, gunning for that extra credit. For validation. Does Ang Dorjee think what I’m attempting is absurd? Does he think it’s possible? I want to ask, but I gulp down the expanding balloon of my anxiety. You’re a grown-ass woman, Silvia, keep it together.

“Jackets,” he continues.

Another category all their own.

“Base camp down? Gore-Tex? Midweight?”

“Check, check, check!”

“Summit pants.”

“Huh?”

“Pants?”

“What?”

“PANTS.”

“Pants, yes, uh, errrr . . . of course.”

Summit pants. Shit. That’s it.

Shit, shit, shit, SHIIIIT!

Summit pants are not optional. At the Everest summit, the air is less than 7 percent oxygen. At that elevation, everything is a battle between weight and warmth. Wearing clothing that is too heavy results in a struggle to breathe; too light and you’ll freeze instantly. Summit, or 8,000-meter pants, provide insulation without bulk. Stalling for time, I rifle through my duffel and trace my steps from Kathmandu to Hong Kong to San Francisco to my cozy Twin Peaks two-bedroom on a steep road overlooking Glen Canyon Park. In the kitchen, on the table, I see my laptop. There’s a tab open at Backcountry.com, where a pair of absolute-zero parka pants, “specifically designed for elevations above 26,000 feet,” sit in my shopping cart.

I’d never completed the order.

“Damn!” I throw my hands up.

Ang Dorjee smiles politely as I try to laugh off my embarrassment at forgetting one of the most vital pieces of gear for our life-or-death climb. For the first time, his thin lips part to reveal a mouthful of pristine white chiclet teeth.

“No trip is complete without me forgetting something,” I say, laughing. “After ten years of climbing, at least I’m down to just one.”

“Mittens?” he asks, the slightest hint of weariness seeping through.

“Yes!” I shout, waving my mittens overhead like a good student, but my confidence is flattened. A souped-up version of the puffy gloves American kids wore on TV for snowball fights, summit mittens are markers of arrival. They’re reserved for the final days on Everest when temperatures plummet so fast that any exposed skin is in danger of instant frostbite. People think falling from the top of the world is the biggest risk, but it’s the cold that kills most climbers. At 29,000 feet, even water lines must be kept tucked inside a down suit at all times. If the lines escape insulation, they’ll freeze instantly.

Same for hands.

Frostbite is the kiss of death.

I tuck the mittens into my summit-bid bag, then slip my hand inside the front pouch to triple-check that my pictures are still there. Flicking their slippery edges between thumb and forefinger, I count one, two, three. I focus on why I’m here. To honor, to grieve, to grow. Ang Dorjee motions for me to zip up my bag and secure it with the tiny padlock. My eyes linger on the summit mittens. They nag me, whispering refrains of doubt. There’s no way I’ll make it. I won’t make it far enough to use them. I’ve already purchased a cancellation insurance policy worth $50,000.

Without another word, Ang Dorjee jots down “PANTS and THERMOS” and hands me the scrap of paper.

“Shopping in Thamel will be our first order of business. The girls need to get a few things as well.” I’m guiding five novice hikers—three women from Nepal
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