[CH]PROLOGUE 

In a remote high valley of the Himalaya, our solitary tent stood at 4,300 metres. Daylight had long since drained from the sky and the towering sentinels of rock and ice loomed over us in the darkness.  I felt utterly alone. 

Crawling back into the tent, I lay next to Rob and prayed. There was nothing more I could do. It was 7.45 pm on Sunday, 6 October 2002 -  48 hours since Rob had become ill. In just two days he’d deteriorated significantly. Something was wrong with his intestines, but this was no ordinary affliction. His symptoms didn’t add up. Rob was not the strong, capable husband I’d had just days ago. 

The mountains of our dreams had become our waking nightmare. Swirling wreaths of cloud now entombed their once enticing rock towers and left us trapped. In our tiny canvas home, the minutes passed like hours. I listened to Rob’s every groan.

‘Are you OK, Honey?’ I whispered in the blackness.

‘Feel worse,’ Rob mumbled from his sleeping bag.

‘What can I do?’

‘Just pray.’ Returning to our silent worlds of fear and pain, I lay back on my sleeping bag. The ice crystals dropped onto my face, but I didn’t notice them any more. There seemed little chance of Rob improving  without medical intervention, but here, high in the mountains, there was nothing that could be done. 

I tried to ignore my fears, but  they crawled uninvited from the recesses of my mind to torment me. Rob’s blood was already  thick due to the rarefied air at high altitude but now it was thickening still further. He couldn’t eat, he couldn’t even drink, yet he was constantly vomiting. Critically dehydrated as he was, a fatal blood clot could form at any moment. If it  lodged in his heart, brain or lungs, their function would be compromised in an instant. These thoughts hung in my mind like a death sentence.

This was the first week of our first expedition and already we’d failed. How farcical that we had dreamed of the Seven Summits. We’d barely even started and it was all over. Mera Peak, the highest trekking peak in Nepal, was merely intended to test us at altitude, but now it was testing Rob’s very existence.

I’d met Rob seven years ago, we’d been married for six. Despite our love for the mountains, our busy careers had always prevented us attempting anything this high.  But now we’d carved out time to be together and follow our dreams. 

Just days ago we’d stood side by side, ready to face the high places together. Now our battle was redefined. The unseen enemy was at our door once again. But I knew Rob was a fighter, he would not allow difficulties to prevail. When he had faced cancer for a second time, just four years after we’d married, he had become more determined than ever to seize life. We weren’t here by chance. This was the culmination of years of dreams, plans and training. Rob had made death wait before and I prayed he would do so again.

Lying in the stillness of the night, I longed for daylight – for with dawn would come hope. Hope that we could call for a helicopter. Hope that I could get Rob out of this seemingly Godforsaken place. Hope that Rob would survive. 

