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Bettina Gantsweg


THE CHALLENGE

Last year, I had to choose between life and death, and death beckoned vigorously.

It was in Bhutan, east of Nepal, south of China—a land of gentle people, jagged mountains and misty valleys. Our group of twelve had been trekking for a week through this fairyland, when the wandering yak herders warned us not to cross the sixteen thousand foot pass—it was snowed in. Genju, our guide, suggested we hike up to the pass the next morning, have lunch at the top, and return to camp. “Make sure bring clothes for all things,” he said, “rain, snow, wind, sun.”
This trip was another challenge to test myself against the elements: Did my body parts still work? Could I still trek at high altitude in exotic locations?  Was I too old? I hoped the answers were YES, YES and NO.

Gold creased the clouds early next morning as we crisscrossed the valley, beginning our ascent. The ragged peaks loomed above, topped with snowy icing. Following a steep, rocky trail, we stopped now and then to treasure the visual moments—a snakey river wiggling between the mountains; horses, sheep and shaggy yaks speckled over the valley carpet; clots of colorful nomads.

Between breaths of raw frigid air, we chattered about other trips—Patagonia, Antarctica, Borneo; about altitude sickness, about accidents. The path disappeared from time to time, and being “directionally challenged,” I felt safe with Karma, the “sweep,” who kept track of stragglers at the end of the line.
At fourteen thousand feet, with thinner air, I had to inhale more deeply, slow down, even stop at times. I trailed the line of trekkers, but Karma urged me not to worry—“Altitude affect everyone different, each time. No matter, you in good condition.” He suggested I create my own rhythm which became “step, stop, breathe; step, stop, breathe.” Several times he became impatient and ran up ahead, but always returned saying, “Breathe big, go slow.”
 It was demanding, but when I inhaled not only the air, but also the view— the rocky outcroppings, the spinach green bushes freckling the ground, and the sky—that vast “forever” in blue—it was worth all the pain. I trudged, andante slowing to adagio, with a drum pounding in my head. The wispy clouds merged into a sooty mass, then rain showered down, dampening my spirit. I dumped the backpack on the ground and searched for my Gore-tex jacket. Worried that Karma hadn’t returned for a very long time, I looked up the mountain, saw and heard nothing—no flashes of green jackets, no trekker voices, only empty silence. I felt cold, exhausted and abandoned.

A shortcut—I should take a shortcut to catch up. Veering off the trail, the mountain was steep and slippery, it fought me, pushing and shoving against my every step. I struggled, trying to breathe, trying to focus, moving one foot, moving the other. Squeezing my eyes shut, I stopped and listened hard, hoping for— “Bettina, here I am, no worry.”  But Karma was gone, and I was alone in a bubble of silence and pain.  

Ultimately, the mountain broke me. It won the battle, and I crumpled, clawing the dirt to keep from sliding down. I was still sure Karma would come back and help me—it was his job to keep me safe. Settling into a furrow, I tightened the drawstrings of my jacket hood, drank some water, and waited, listening to the murmur of whispering drizzles. How could they all forget me? How? And they wouldn’t be back for hours.  

I scanned the mountains, the valley, the enormous space, the black hovering clouds. “Karma!” I shouted, “Karma come back!” My thoughts swung from stay—go—stay—go. If I waited, I could die from hypothermia. But if I left and got lost, they’d never find me—I’d die anyway. Head squeezing, chest tightening, breaths fast and shallow—it was definitely altitude sickness—I could die. After fifteen leaden minutes I was weeping, begging, mumbling a mantra, “Karma please, please come back.”

And then, some inner voice roared, “Bettina, get up! You can’t stay here any longer, you’re going to die!”
“I don’t care,” I stammered. “I can’t move. I can’t even breathe.”    

“You don’t really  want to die, do you? You’ve GOT to get yourself back to camp.”
“I don’t know how! I’ll get lost. I can’t!  I’ll wait for Karma to come back.  He’s got to. He’s supposed to keep me safe.”

“No one is coming!  You’ve got to take care of yourself.  Come on Bettina, you can do it!”
The wind wheezed across the land pushing the drizzles sideways. I looked up the mountain yelling “Karma, help me!” Why did he leave me?  How could he do that?  

“Get up now! You’ve GOT to do it. Come on, we’ll do it together!”

“OK, OK already! Just shut up! It doesn’t matter anyway. I know I’m going to die.” I grabbed the backpack, slowly pushed myself up with the hiking stick, and with wobbly legs, pointed down the mountain. Our yellow tents were somewhere in the valley, somewhere along the river—somewhere.  

My boots rasped against the gravel breaking the silence and I inched down, breathing hard, jabbing my stick into the ground. “What if I twist my ankle, what if I never find the way, what if no one finds me, what if night comes…. what if…?” 

“Stop  worrying, stop thinking. Put one foot in front of the other and just keep going down.”

Pathless, wandering straight, then left, then right, just wandering, it was easier going downhill. And after a while I found footprints!  I was walking on dirt where others had walked—I was connected—I wasn’t alone.

“Now focus Bettina. Concentrate.”

My world became, “just one more step, one more step, one more step.” An hour passed. And then turning around a boulder, the trail stopped dead. Looming up ahead was an entire mountainside cloaked in shoulder-high brush. There was no way around.  

“That’s it! I’m lost,” I wept, slumping to the ground. “We never came this way.”

“Well, if you can’t go around it, you’ll have to go through it.”
“No! No way! You’re nuts! I’m done!”

“Look, there’s got to be an end to this, and then, and then, all we have to do is keep going down towards the river. Come on—you can do it. If you just sit here, you’ve got no chance at all.”

“Just shut up and quit bugging me! I can’t do it,” I sobbed, wrapping arms around my knees, rocking back and forth in the gravel, the wind chafing, the rain dripping down my neck. Alone on the planet, defeated.  Dead for sure.   

“Come on, just try. What have you got to lose?”  

“What have I got to lose? Well, I’ll be dead soon anyway. Okay, okay already, I’ll try.” I walked along the wall of brush and found a hole.  Squeezing through, I inched along, bending lower to avoid the branches.  The thicket grew denser and thornier, scratching and tearing at my face. It was claustrophobic in that darkening cave, and I could see no end.

“I’ll be stuck in here,” I cried, hopeless, “no one will ever find me.”

“Bettina!  Just keep going— if you don’t move, you’re not going to get out!
The branches got so low I had to crawl on my knees—I could feel the rocks shredding my pants, scraping my palms. The earth smelled humid and heavy, my nose itched and dripped. “Damn it! Damn nose!” I yelled, wiping it with my muddy sleeve. The tunnel grew lower, I dropped to my belly, lying there wanting to let go and die. Just—let—go.

“Come on, I’m with you, come on. Look up. Isn’t that  some light ahead?”

It was. I scraped along on my belly, elbows dragging on rocks, and it did get lighter. Then I could crawl on my knees again, and then I could stand up, and then I could feel the rain sprinkling through the bushes. And then—and then—I was out! Out in the huge open space of mountains, gray moldy sky, and freedom! I lifted my arms, loving the silky wetness rolling down my face, loving the fresh, fresh air. I was scratched, bloodied and ripped, but I was free, and I could breathe, and wipe my nose with a square of soft, clean, dry tissue.
It was so easy going down, the mountain was no longer fighting, it was just slipping, sliding and laughing with me. A trail cut across—thick with mud, rocky, slithery, but oh so beautiful—I bounded down on it’s safety. The rain even stopped. “Hey everyone!” I yelled out, hearing my echo against the mountain walls, “I can do this! I can!” 

I stopped from time to time looking for something alive—a yak, a lizard, rat, or bug—but there was no ally out there sharing my space.

Soon, I heard water rushing down the steepness—the river—it must be the river we crossed. Wide and deep, it was filled with jagged rocks. But on the way up, Karma had helped me cross.

“I’m going to fall and break my ankle, or my arm, or my head will get smashed against the rocks and I’ll bleed to death, or I’ll drown, or freeze from the cold water.  I can’t do it!”

“Bettina.”

“JUST SHUT UP!”

“Look, you’ve had to take care of  yourself  before. Don’t you remember when you were deep in the Amazon jungle, and one night you had an asthma attack—remember how you calmed yourself down, breathing deeply and slowly? You took control, and focused, and you did it! You helped yourself  through it.  

And the time you skied over a cliff and broke your ankle— you had to climb back up the cliff —all by yourself—and you did it! You can do this too. Just breathe and center yourself.”

I focused with all my energy, peering down at the two sturdy boots on my feet, at the pointed pole stabbing the riverbed as the water surged by. My world became one shakey rock, and then the next, and the next. I was in a fugue state, a dream, listening to the voice within urging me on, gently, kindly, with patience. I was calm in my simple world of rock, balance, pole, stab, boot, move. And then, there were no more rocks, and it was all over, and my little world evaporated. I looked back at what I had done, and stood there in awe. I had done it all by myself. All—by—myself. 

“Okay now, let’s go for the tents—the YELLOW tents.”

There was no trail, but I started to believe it would return. There were partial footprints here and there across the rocks and muddy dirt. I felt giddy and sang out—“Whose prints are these, I think I know, their feet are up the mountain though.” Going down, my knees and hips got pounded with each step, but I couldn’t stop now. It had to be close.

Four hours passed by the time the river flowing between valley walls welcomed me down from the mountain. Shaggy brown yaks grazed near a cluster of nomads. I remembered—the river and yaks—they weren’t far from camp.

And then I glimpsed a speck of yellow—lemon, mustard, canary yellow!  OUR yellow tents down the valley—I was born again! Found! Alive! Not alone! I felt supreme, so proud of myself, so lucky. I had conquered the mountain! And now, I could do ANYTHING! Swinging my pole, skipping, head thrown back, loving the clouds, loving the breeze, I stepped up to my yellow cocoon, my charming, luxurious, elegant tent—zipped it open, crawled in and collapsed.

In my dreamy state, voices drifted in—calling my name. When they found me they asked 
“Bettina, what happened? We couldn’t find you. Why didn’t you wait for us?”

“I DID wait—but no one came.” I told them part of the story.  

“I so sorry,” Genju said. “I think Karma mix up.” 

I waved my hand—“It’s Ok, I’m fine, I’m safe. I’ll tell you more about it later. Right now, I’m just so tired.”

The next few days of hiking weren’t strenuous nor at high altitude, but I glued myself to the group. Karma expressed his apologies over and over, but couldn’t explain how he forgot me. I was surprised when he didn’t come to our goodbye dinner, but later heard he was fired.

Thinking back, I realize that on that day, I grew. I pushed out my edges. I found a new Bettina deep within, a voice of startling perserverance. I found unknown power and strength and courage. That day was a test, a mighty challenge, and I chose life.
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