I EXHALED AND SWORE softly to myself.
Feldspar and quartz flecked the granite inches
from my face. Feeling confined, I turned to
look out over the receding mountaintops.
Far below, the depths of the valleys were lost
in shadow. The sky stretched beyond my
comprehension of scale. I hugged myself back
into the rock. I’d made a mistake. I shouldn’t
be here. This was my first outdoor rock climb,
and it was too big.
“You’re OK,” Brendan, my partner, said at
the anchor, “Here, sit back in your harness,
like this.”
I shook my head. Every part of me
wanted to get my feet on the earth. My
fingers clenched at rock edges that seemed
too delicate to hold me. Two hundred feet
oﬀ the ground, partway up the Snake Dike of
Half Dome, I sweat in unfamiliar places: my
upper lip, the palm of my hands, the backs of
my knees. I felt a sharpening of the fear that
long haunted me: a rush of heartbeats and a
shallowing of breath.
I WAS THIRTY-FIVE YEARS OLD, then, a full
decade into Lyme Disease treatment, and I’d
sunk into a state of chronic, low-grade fear.
For years, I’d kept to a strict routine that prevented me from getting sicker: a special diet,
medications, plenty of sleep and only a little
exercise. Two decades earlier, a tiny, black, perfectly round mole had appeared on my face,
just to the side of my lips. This one seemed no
diﬀerent than the other moles sprinkled across
my cheeks, except that it doubled in size overnight. Two days later, it fell oﬀ, but the small,
square blotch of rash took months to fade. For
a while, I had fevers, chills and a sore throat;
then the symptoms passed, leaving only a
vague malaise. I had no reason to remember
the mole or to think it was the result of a tick
bite, let alone connect it to a little-known disease that no one believed you could get on the
West Coast.
Flu-like illnesses returned and faded over
and over. My mom took me to the doctor,
who never found any reason that I should be
sick. Eventually, the doctor told my mom not
to bring me back. The next time I felt unwell,
I stood barefoot on the cold tile of our bathroom floor while my mom peered through her
newly bought otoscope into my ears, throat
and nose, looking for the sores and redness
that the doctor said should be there if I was
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truly ill. My mom squinted, and she tilted my
head five diﬀerent ways. Her fingers clamped
my chin. When she spoke, Michelle, I just don’t
see anything, there was an unfamiliar, quizzical
worry to her voice.
My fear began as alarmed curiosity. I
turned inward, watching myself, noting
where I was failing. A fatigue came on like
a weighted shroud. I slept with fists and jaw
clenched against violent nightmares. I woke to
fever sweat that felt like ice against my skin.
Small injuries swelled into perpetual, searing
pain. My hair fell out. The world seemed to
grow tired and dull. I laughed less. My memory sputtered: I forgot the names of relatives; I
spoke in half-thoughts. I tried to keep talking
to erase the glitches, but I found nothing to
say: it was like trying to move the muscles of
a missing limb.
ON THE ROCK, I swallowed, attempting to
ease the tightness in my throat. Brendan was

talking to me, but I couldn’t hear him over the
rushing sound in my ears. Was it the wind?
This climb, I’d thought, would break me out of
the constricted existence I’d created for myself.
After graduating from college, a friend and I
had taken a long, meandering road trip from
California to the East Coast. We spent a night
camped below Half Dome, intending to hike
up the cable route. When we woke, my tongue
was swollen, and my mouth felt parched and
fiery. Half the morning passed before I could
sit up. We walked out without trying to
reach the base. I knew I’d made the only sane
decision, but I didn’t understand why.
By then, I’d stopped going to see doctors and physical therapists, since they all said
they couldn’t see anything wrong. I began to
believe that I was both making my illness up
and making it happen. Each time something
went awry, I cautioned myself: This isn’t real.
Don’t react. I kept myself as still and quiet as a
deer in a meadow, listening for danger. There
was no place for the fear to go, so it funneled
within me, gathering force with every symptom I attempted to hide.
Over the years, the cycles between wellness
and sickness shortened. In between, I never
fully recovered. I started to shut down my life.
In high school, I’d taken dance lessons, played
sports, worked, backpacked and bouldered.
By my final years in college, I found myself
collapsing even during short walks down the
sidewalk. One night, I went to a café to study.
I sat at my favorite table, tucked behind a row
of plants. I opened my book, but when my
gaze reached the bottom of the page, I realized that I didn’t recall any of what I’d read.
I began again. Although I formed each word
in my mind, I couldn’t hold on to its significance long enough to connect it to the next. I
started again. And again. No matter how hard
I tried, words didn’t stick to their meanings.
I’d always excelled at language, and now it was
eluding me.
My road trip ended in New York City.
Within two years of living there, I’d gone
through five jobs and two internships. Each
time, after three months, I still couldn’t recognize my coworker’s faces or recall their names.
I eavesdropped on conversations, trying to
piece together identities. Eventually, I gave
up and hunted for another new job, another
new start. I took long walks through the city
at night. The more I lost of myself, the more
I felt the power of tiny beauties: streetlights
refracted in raindrops; a tree exploding into
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AFTER NEARLY TWO YEARS in New York, I
walked out of my last job waiting tables. By
anyone’s standards, I was failing. At times, I
got lost in my own neighborhood. I wondered
at doorknobs and turnstiles. I got evicted
from my sublet. I schlepped my things over
to a friend’s place for the last six weeks of my
Pilates instructor certification. When I finished, I planned to return to the San Francisco
area where my family lived. My elbows and
shoulders burned with pain. In an attempt to
set something right before I left, I went to a
doctor and asked whether I had tendonitis
in all my joints. He scoﬀed and tested me for
Lyme, for rheumatoid arthritis, for lupus, for
systemic illnesses. All three of the blood tests
for Lyme ran positive.
I moved home with my parents, sure that
I’d be back to life on my own terms in three
months, maybe four. A year into treatment,
however, I hung a bladder of antibiotics from
a wire clothes hanger and slung it over a curtain rod. I screwed the tube into the tip of my
PICC line, a permanently placed catheter.
One end of it hung out of my arm to connect
to an IV drip. Its length had been threaded up
a vein and drained into my heart. My heart. I
slumped at the kitchen table and watched the
slow drip of fluid.
In addition to Lyme, I also had Ehrlichia,
Bartonella, Epstein-Barr, Babesia, a list
of mostly tick-born bacteria, viruses and
parasites I’d never heard of before. At first, the
diagnoses seemed like a gift. Finally, a medical
explanation for the series of strange symptoms,
the lapses in memory and concentration, even
the nightmares. But I soon understood that
it would take a long time to get well—that
I might never be entirely well again. Often,
I slept for fourteen feverish hours in my
childhood bed. I wrapped myself in a down
vest, scarf and sweatshirt in ninety-degree
weather. My fingernails stayed purple with
cold. I couldn’t go out without carrying a bag
of supplies: layers of clothes, food to eat every
few hours, a water bottle, an array of pills.
Too much exertion and I’d collapse again. At
night, I sat by the window and looked past
my reflection into the quiet dark of suburbia;
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my view was limited to the
house of a childhood friend,
its windows dark and empty.
ACROSS A DECADE, I got better, in meager steps. I taught
Pilates, and I began to read
and write again. One weekend, a friend and I went
to Mt. Shasta City for a
meditation workshop. The
snowcapped peak in the distance drew my gaze. I hadn’t
been back to the mountains
since my first attempt on the
Half Dome cables. Now, my
friend and I drove to Bunny
Flats, the highest parking lot
on Mt. Shasta. My family
had camped nearby once. I
remembered the place.
We stood at the edge
of the parking lot, our toes
touching the dazzling slope.
We looked at each other,
grinning, and then we were
running up, knee deep in
snow, throwing snowballs
and falling down, laughing
over jokes made funny by
the bright air and the snow,
so late in the year. Kneeling
to gather a snowball, I looked
up. All the view I had was
of Shasta rising into the sky
before me. Sunlight played
oﬀ the slopes, glinting where
ice had formed. The immensity of the mountain was a
promise in the air.
Within minutes of sitting
down in the car, I had a high
fever again. But I’d glimpsed
something like freedom. What could you see
from the top? I wondered.
SOON, I STARTED CLIMBING in a gym. Never
hard, never for long, I told myself. If I veered
from that rule, I ended up in bed for weeks.
As I got stronger, I craved mountain vistas. In
San Francisco, I paused at intersections that
crested hills, and I stared across the bay toward
the triangular peak of Mt. Diablo. I walked to
the tops of knolls in city parks until I could see
above the buildings. I found I could breathe
better with a view.

One evening, I sat at a bar, waiting for
takeout. The man next to me struck up a
conversation about mountains and glaciers,
rocks and rivers. I changed my to-go order
to stay. The next year, we set out for Mt.
Shasta. Brendan and I spent three days on the
mountain, and for the first time, I witnessed a
view so long and wide I believed I was a part
of the sky. Layers of mountain ranges rippled
away in ever-lighter shades of purple. At
night, a chain of cities lit up along the distant
highway. I stared out endlessly. I could never
take enough of it in, I thought.
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blossom before the snow had fully gone; fireflies sparking along the edges of the park at
dusk. I stared at them all, soaking in their
vitality. I never lingered so long as at the yellow-orange glow of a living room breaking
through the night.

On the third day, we left our high camp
at 2 a.m. At dawn, I turned around to look
behind me, digging my heels into the snow.
My toes stuck out over the slope. I gazed past
them, beyond the yellow dot of our camp,
toward the forest that receded into shadows.
The horizon seemed so far below. Gold rays of
sun shot past the silhouette of the mountain.
We waited, standing, until the light caught
our faces. On the edge of so much space, I
realized how very small and tight I’d lived.
I needed even more exposure, I thought, a
wider breadth of air.

TWO MONTHS LATER, from the top of the second pitch of Snake Dike, all I could think was
that I’d made an enormous mistake. Here I
was, where I’d longed to be: out on granite and
so high up I should be mesmerized. Instead,
I was trembling at mountaintops and at an
unframed view.
Brendan traversed the rock toward me,
with the ease of someone stepping oﬀ the curb
of a sidewalk.
“Are you OK?” he asked.
“This is not fun,” I said. “At all.”
“We can go back down,” he said, his tone

light and easy.
I shook my head. I didn’t
want to deal with down.
A blue and yellow butterfly
flew past. I was shocked to see it
at this height, so far from foliage.
It seemed tiny and fragile against
the barren rock and open sky. An
opposing wind current stopped
its flight, holding it a few feet
above us, a brilliant spot of color
against the slate grey rock. The
butterfly tried to continue on its
same trajectory, flapping its wings
furiously, only to stay in place. It
stilled, and for a moment, was
suspended, motionless. I thought
that it had died. The wind tossed
it up, dropped it down a foot,
threw it up and tumbled it about.
It was like watching a swimmer
caught in the ocean’s undertow.
The butterfly righted itself only
to be spun around again. And
then, there it was: a current the
butterfly could ride. It brought
the butterfly above the confluence of wind flows. It flipped
itself and, with a few languorous
flaps, caught the air and flew easily oﬀ, up and around Half Dome
and away.
I turned back to Brendan.
“OK,” I said. I nod. “I’m
ready.”
I pressed my hands against
the granite and leaned in. A cool
damp smell rose. I closed my
eyes. The sun was warm on my
back, and the sound of the wind
was now high and distant. My
breathing deepened and slowed. I
softened my hands, and the granite rose to meet me. An image welled in my
mind, of my palms perfectly held by the surface tension of a great body of water. I moved
fluidly over the stone, no longer thinking
about what might happen next. I forgot about
the ground I’d already covered. The next step
was always right there before me, a smooth
depression in the rock for my toe, an edge to
slide my fingers against.
At the top of the third pitch, I clipped in
to the anchor, turned around and breathed in
all that wild expanse of space ahead.
—Michelle Marie Robles Wallace, California
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