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The Mountain Is Silent, but the Road Answers

It was a mountaineering documentary about a student team attacking a six—
thousand-meter peak. Three times the snow wall stopped them below the ridge. The
first time, the wind tore down two tents and the whole team retreated to the valley.
The second time, at five thousand meters, an oxygen bottle failed, and they turned
back again. The third time, four hundred meters from the summit, a wall of fog came
down with visibility under five meters; the leader checked the altimeter and gave the

order to descend. There was no wailing in the frame, only team members hoisting their
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packs higher on their shoulders and stepping down one by one. On the way down, one of
them said to the camera: the mountain is silent, but the road you have walked will

answer you.

After the second retreat they did not break up. The team returned to the valley,
took the faulty oxygen valve apart and studied it, repaired it, re—checked every
crampon point by point, and went up for the third time. The documentary did not give
them a summit happy ending: on the third push the weather turned again, and the team
stopped at four thousand meters and came home. The closing caption read: the team
tried again the following spring and reached the top. No cheering shot, just one line

of text. That single line sat me straight in my seat.
Because it took me back to the fifteen hundred meters at our school sports meet.

In the autumn of eighth grade I signed up for the 1500 meters to prove I could do
it. I kept pace through the first lap; on the second my foot caught another runner’ s
spikes and I went down on the track, my knee scraped wide open, my palm raw. I got up
and limped through the last three hundred meters while the whole class watched in
silence at the finish line. For a full month afterward I dodged P.E. class and found
stomach—ache excuses whenever running came up. I had treated that fall as the ending,

like a film over, with the caption reading: I lost.

The team in the documentary made me rewatch my own race. Snow turned them back
three times, and none of it counted as losing, because every descent had answered
something: how to anchor a tent, where the valve failed, how to rope together inside
fog. They took failure apart into things that could be repaired. I, instead, wore my
fall as a grade stuck to my body for a month, and never once opened it to look: was I
starting too fast, was my arm swing in disorder, or was I simply afraid to lift my

legs after falling.

Once I saw that, I did a few laughably small things. I stopped skipping the slow
run in P.E., and ran the first lap at seventy percent effort; I practiced the
breathing rhythm my teacher taught, three steps inhaling and two exhaling, counting
laps below my building for two weeks; at last month’s class time trial I ran the 1500
meters again, made no podium, but finished fourteen seconds faster. Fourteen seconds
is not much, yet it was the road s answer to the month I had thrown away on the

ground.

The mountain is silent, but the road answers. Snow gives no score to the
climbers, the track gives no score to the fallen; they only record whether you kept
walking. My plan for ninth grade is to carry this sentence with me: a failed mock
exam is one retreat, so take the paper apart, find the faulty valve, repair it, and
climb again. The mountain stays where it is, silent, unwilling to leave, waiting for

the ones willing to come back.
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