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1 May, Sydney, Australia

I watched a documentary about summiting Everest today.
It was amazing. I still can’t wait to climb it myself one day.

I was eight years old when I decided I would conquer Mt.
Everest. “Why?” my mum had asked when I first said it, on
the way to school one morning.

I had thought of many reasons. Maybe it was something
about always being small for my age and Everest being so
big. Maybe there was something about it that caught my
imagination from the first time I saw it on TV—so hot and
humid at the bottom and icy cold and snowy at the top,
nearly 9,000 meters high.

But the reason that I gave her seemed to stick out in my
mind the most. “Climbing the world’s tallest mountain feels
like the most impossible thing I could ever do,” I replied,
straight-faced.

My mum laughed and said, “That sounds like something
you would do<One of your crazy schemes.”

[ was always thinking big and aiming high, thanks to my
mum. It’s entirely possible that I told her the day before that
I wanted to be a pilot or a deep-sea explorer. | was always
thinking of extreme things I could do, despite having been
born with cerebral palsy. CP is a condition where I have
muscle coordination issues. When I walk, my legs bend, my
feet turn out, and I sway so much, I usually use two sticks
to help me stay upright. Otherwise I look and act normal—
although I am a lot shorter than most kids my age.

But Mt. Everest was not one of my crazy schemes. It stuck
with me, and drives me, even to this day, seven years later.




13 May, Sydney

This morning I fell and scraped my knee, but it didn’t
hurt too much. Mum said it would heal in no time. She said
it reminded her of that time I fell on the first day of school. I
woke up early, too excited to sleep. I put on a new dress and
my special shoes. I pulled Mum out of bed and rushed her
out the door before she could have her morning coffee.

Of course, Mum and I were there before the school even
opened. A bunch of kids were jumping and running around
the playground. I felt nervous and excited.

“Join in, Ness,” Mum said, giving me a nudge toward the
other kids.

I took a few steps onto the blacktop and took a spill.

Mum knelt down next to me, offering me a hand.

“Come on, Ness,” she saidgently, but firmly. “Get up and
let's move on.” And we did.
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Mum told me later, however, that the other parents had
glared at her as though she were the worst mother in the
world. But she said she was too proud of me to care. She
said that day I showed her my drive to achieve—or resolve,
as mum calls it. She wanted me to be as self-sufficient as
possible, to try anything and everything, and if sometimes I
found I couldn’t do something, then to find another way to
do it. The physical issues, well, I can deal with them, mostly.
It's the mental toughness that's wearisome.

Skinned knee aside, that day wasn’t too terrible because it’s
when [ met Zac. He sat next to me in the lunchroom.

“I have no mum,” Zac blurted out. It was apparently
something he told everyone right away when they met him.

“I have no dad,” I said with a.shrug.

“I don’t know if that’s better or worse,” Zac said. “Do you
want a carrot?”

He has been my best friend ever since.

Today we walked along the beach. We often scramble up
the sand dunes and nestle among them, to discuss our hopes
and dreams and tricky math problems.

“Where’s your dad this week?” I asked.

“Dogsledding in Alaska.”

Zac’s dad, Mike, ran an adventure tour company and was
always going off around the world, taking people trekking the
96-kilometer Kokoda Track through jungle in Papua, New
Guinea, or climbing Mt. Kilimanjaro in Africa.

“Don’t you miss him?” I asked.

Zac shrugged and said, “I like having Aunt Karen here to
watch me when he’s gone. She is the best cook.”




When I was younger, I used to think Mike was a
superhero. He used to tell us about his exploits, and we’d sit
listening, wide-eyed with excitement. Of course, my favorite
stories would be about Everest.

“Would you miss me if I left to climb Mt. Everest?”

I asked Zac.

Zac didn’t answer right away. He dug a little hole in the
sand and then covered it up. Finally, Zac said, “I wouldn’t
let you go without me.”

Zac gave me this photo of his dad’s
trip to New Guinea. I'll get there,

too, some day.
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2% May, Sydney

Today is a Saturday. As with most Saturdays, I spend the
day working the cash register at our local grocery store. It’s
not much of a job, but I love it. When I applied over the
phone, the manager said he was looking for someone who
could add quickly if ever the register broke down, which
apparently it did. I'm excellent at math and knew I-.could
handle it.

When I came in for the interview, the manager, Mr.
Andrews, gave me a once-over followed by a tense smile, then
said through gritted teeth, “We’ll give you a trial run.”

I could feel his gaze boring holes through my crutches,
and I gave a silent sigh, then said to myself, Here we go again.

Everyone said I had a wonderful smile, so I switched it on
full beam and asked, “Would you like to test my math skills?”

6 Human cash register at work




I knew he’d make it difficult so he’d have an excuse to
reject me. That really gets my goat, but I knew that he didn’t
stand a chance.

I've been working here four months now.

Mike came into the store. His face had a line of red where 1
assumed he’d been wearing goggles in Alaska.

“Hi, Mike. When did you get back?” I asked, a twinge of
jealousy diverting my smile.

“Last night. The fridge was stocked with proper meals but
no snacks. Still thinking of climbing Everest?”

It was a question that Mike asked me every time he saw
me. And, of course, the answer was always the same.

“Ready as ever,” I replied. And I always got a charge out of
telling him that!

“You'll have to be. It’s a difficult, arduous climb,” Mike
warned. “I have a friend whose adventure tour brought a
pack of climbers a few weeks ago. It’s tough going on often
steep, stony paths. Many got altitude sickness just above
three thousand meters. Most of them turned back.”

I had heard all of this before, of course. Altitude sickness
happens when a person doesn’t get enough oxygen into their
body. The person will get bad headaches, throw up, and can’t
breathe properly. If the person doesn’t adjust quickly, or start
going back down, the altitude sickness can be fatal.

“Have you gone up yet?” I asked, with a slightly raised
eyebrow and half smile.

Mike grinned. Although he had gone on dozens of treks,
he hadn’t been up Everest. “Maybe I'll wait to hear how it was
from you before I try,” he said.

I beamed at him and said, “I hope it'’s not a long wait.”
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10 June, Sydney

Hooray for me! Tomorrow is my birthday. And it’s an
important one.

Every year, when I blow out the candles, I wish for the
same thing: to climb Everest. I know you aren’t supposed to
tell anyone your birthday wish or it doesn’t come true. But
I tell Mum every year what I wish for. How else would it
actually happen?

For my ninth birthday, a few months after T announced
that I was going to climb Everest, I made the wish out loud as
I blew out the candles.

Mum just smiled and said, “Let’s wait until you're a bit
older. And then we’ll see.”
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Every year after that, on my birthday, I would bring up the
subject again. “I really want to climb Everest,” I'd say. “I don’t
want any presents. I just want to climb that mountain.”

So, every year I'd get cards with money stuffed into
the envelope, because no one knew what else to get me. I
deposited everything into my savings account for “if” I did
ever get that chance to go to Everest. Mum always says if,
always say when.

Mum, naturally, hoped that one day I'd empty my savings
account and buy something sensible for myself, like more
shoes (I wear out a pair of shoes every six weeks). But I never
did. T just saved and saved and any time I got paid for an odd
job, or received money from an aunt 'oran uncle, I'd put it
straight into the bank.

Finally, two years ago, Mum said, “Yes, you can go when
you’re sixteen.”

One guess how old I'm turning tomorrow.

I can barely sleep.
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