






Despite those moments of intense connection, her career can 
be isolating. "It's very lonely sometimes," Arnot admits. Training 
for Everest is a full-time job; a typical day might include a two-
hour hike up a ski hill wearing a 50-pound pack, then an intense 
sprint and weight workout at the gym-all on an empty stomach, 

the world. At one point, as the climbers gathered at their tent 
mid mountain, a large group of Sherpas, some with stones, sur-
rounded them, shouting threats. Arnot stepped in front of the 
Europeans and argued for peace. "She was physically a shield," 
says one of the climbers, Simone Moro, a renowned Italian alpin-

to prepare for low-fuel moments on 
the mountain-followed by a one-
hour run or yoga. Arnot also does 
marathons as mental training. "I 
hate running-I  do it to prove to 
myself that even ifl don't want to do 
it, I can," she says. "There are a lot of 
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ist and a helicopter pilot. "She was 
the only person who did anything. 
She saved our lives." 

Arnot brushes off the incident. 

-Melissa Arnot But she's haunted by another life she 
couldn't save three years earlier. "I 

days when you stick your head outside the tent and it's not pleas-
ant, especially at 2:00 A.M., and you have to start climbing." 

Now married, Arnot says the work has been a strain on her 
romantic life. "When you're pushing your body in life-and-death 
situations, you form a level of intimacy with your fellow climbers 
that's hard to share with your boyfriend or spouse," she says. She 
once saw a therapist about how to navigate a partner's jealousies. 
"She told me that to save my relationship, I should immediately quit 
climbing," Arnot says. "I wanted to scream and cry and fight all at 
the same time. If! were a man, what are the chances she'd tell me 

to quit my job? Zero. I have built my career doing something that 
makes me feel so alive and so happy. To quit climbing? That's just 
notgoingto happen." 

And she is one of the few women at her level. "Fifteen to 20 
percent of climbers are women, but there are virtually no female 
guides on the big mountains," says Vanessa O'Brien, an Explor-
ers Club member who holds the women's record for climbing the 
world's seven highest summits in the shortest amount of time. 
"A lot of male climbers don't want to hire a female guide because 
they think, Oh God, it involves a backpack; she can't do it. But high 
altitude requires mental strength more than physical strength. 
Melissa has plenty of both." An unexpected source of that strength, Arnot says, 

has been her tight bonds with many Sherpas (the 
Himalayans who prepare the trails and carry gear for vis-
iting climbers). Arnot has learned their language; she had 
a Sherpa wedding. It's unusual for a Western climber to be so 
welcome-the steep inequality between Sherpa guides, who 
risk their lives for little pay, and the climbers, who provide a 
needed boost to the local economy, has become a heated issue 
in the mountaineering world. In 2013 a misunderstanding 
between a group of Sherpas and three Europeans climbing 
up the trail escalated into a brawl that made news around 

was climbing a peak, Baruntse, near 
Everest, with Chhewang Ni m a - a  Sherpa I'd worked with before, 
a really warm, loving guy-who was up ahead," she says. "And then 
the ice collapsed, the ice he was standing on. He was just swept 
away. It was devastating. At the time I went into emergency res-
cue mode, trying to find his body, but I couldn't, and I came down 
alone. To have to go to his wife and tell her he wasn't coming back-
that was the hardest day of my life." 

And when Arnot realized that the sudden loss ofNima's income 
would plunge his wife and two sons into deep poverty, "I prom-
ised myself that! would pay her what his salary would have been 

as long as I was working," Arnot says. The experience inspired her 
to start the Juniper Fund in 2012, which supports loved ones of 
workers killed on the mountain, including each of the 16 families 
affected by last year's avalanche. 

And now, as Arnot heads toward what's known as the Death 
Zone-the highest 3,000 feet of Everest, where humans can sur-
vive only 24 hours without extra oxygen-she's all too aware that 
everything has to align: the weather, her equipment, her health. 
"In moments of self-doubt when I might think, This hurts, I 
should stop," she says, "I know to dig deep and tell myself, You got 
this!" Her climbing partner, Ben Jones, will be with her (they'll 
each carry their own gear), along with photographer Jonathan 
Mancuso and a Sherpa to shoulder the camera equipment. Arnot 
knows there's a chance she won't see her family again, or her dog, 
Avalanche. But she's as prepared as she can be: She's got her trusty 
baby wipes, Chap Stick, and Sour Patch Kids in her pack. "I feel 
strong and excited-like a caterpillar that, after all this hard work 
to become something, is about to emerge as a butterfly, ready to 
fly," she says. "I'm even hoping to get down from the mountain 
early, to sneak a few days at the beach in Thailand afterward." 

Ever the optimist, she's also packed her swimsuit. @ 

Liz Brody is Glamour's news director. FollowArnot's climb at 
video.glamour.com. 
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