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Cliffs of Anxiety

Chip crumbs lay scattered across my lap, 
and I wish my buddy Mike in the front seat 
would give me more legroom. The ice chest 
pushes me into the side door as we enter 
another downward turn. A raucous song 
plays through the speakers. With a snap, the 
car finds level ground on the valley floor and 
points straight ahead, into the canyon. We 
grow still and silent, gazing out the windows 
in expectation. We’ve arrived.

Past the cottonwood trees, the val-
ley opens into a vast field of sagebrush. 
The canyon expands. I stretch my body 
to peer out the windshield, mouth 
open and eyes wide. Sandstone cliffs 
multiply, rampart behind rampart, each 
one revealing the next. Talus fields rise 
to the base of cracks that split the red 
panels in two. Walls unfurl like banners 
from top to bottom.

It’s 2012. I’m twenty-seven and on 
my first climbing trip to Indian Creek. 
We’ve driven seventeen hours in an 
overpacked car from Seattle, shedding 
the green hues of the Northwest for red 
desert. Over the car stereo, the lyrics of 
Lord Huron resound in sepia tones: “I 
said we’re all gonna die but I’ll never 
believe it / I love this world and I don’t 
wanna leave it.”

Loving life, I think, feels unat-
tainable. My existence has been, by 
most measures, pretty good until this 
point—close family, grad school, travel, 
mountains and an engaging job as a 
wilderness therapist. But a thick, ever-
present veneer of anxiety, brushed on 
long before I can remember, has sealed 
me in. I long for an inner landscape like 
the one outside my window—wild and 
unhindered. Instead, my mind is full of 
warning signs, cattle guards and rough-hewn 
fences, urging Caution, Do Not Enter, Watch 
Out. I wonder who erected the signs, and why 
I resign myself to their directions. 

How do I describe anxiety to those of you 
who don’t know it? Let’s try this. Close your 
eyes, then force them into a painful squint 
until your world is distorted. Is it upside down 
yet? Squint harder. Think heart separated from 
body, drifting away, and arms too weak to 
catch it. Think running it out to the chains and 
arriving too pumped to clip in. Think. Never 
mind, you can’t think. Anxiety won’t let you. 

The next day, laden with thirteen golden 
cams, I approach a crack. Ten feet off the 
ground, I watch my legs turn into heavy lead 
rods, my palms into faucets. Thoughts spi-
ral through my mind with no landing point, 
and voices shout: I shouldn’t, I can’t! The spin-
ning won’t stop; the fictions become fact. I 
yell, “Take!” and lower, feeling angry at my 
belayer, the rock, anything. Then doubt and 
self-loathing replace the fear. My soul seems 
to dangle like an abandoned figure-eight at 
the end of the rope.

Stop. Breathe. Climb. Eat. Sleep. Repeat. 
Our phones are off, lost somewhere in the van. 
The rhythm of the desert slows my inner life to 
an uncharted pace. My swirling mind comes 
to rest on lines of sandstone shadows. I feel 
able—allowed—to stop and stare. Life’s magic 
emerges in inklings: friends’ faces illuminated 
by the campfire, clouds of dust caught by 
the ray of evening light. Slow days under the 
warm, orange glow of red stone. The eerie call 
and response of coyotes at night. 

The nature of parallel crack climbing 
makes everything appear simple, straightfor-

ward. Extremes of day and night, heat and 
cold, effort and rest, serve as substitutes for the 
extremes within me. Covered in a layer of red 
dirt, I fade against the backdrop of the Wing-
ate walls; my personal story loses its weight in 
this storied land.

Years pass, and we seek out the warmth of 
the sun one cold November day. I leave the red 
talus at the base and climb a thin, undulating 
crack, slotting my fingers securely between the 
soft sandstone walls. At the crux, I hesitate. I 
take a breath, greet my fear, place a small cam. 

Deep exhale. I reach for the narrow 
fissure, willing my fingertips past the 
opening. I paste both feet against the 
right corner, and my mind and body 
do the moves together. I feel whole.

At the day’s end, I shoulder my 
pack and walk down the talus, the 
jagged ridgeline of the Bridger Jacks 
illuminated by a semicircle of setting 
sun. Dust kicks up from under my 
feet and further softens the landscape. 
I descend slowly, yet I feel as though 
I’m running. I picture myself shedding 
pack and clothing and finally shoes, 
my braid flapping on my bare back. 
This joy feels deliciously reckless. And 
yet it feels mature, and knowing too. 
As I watch other climbers lead long 
lines of shadows into the bruise-purple 
sky, I realize: our realities all bear 
different loads, difficult relationships, 
self-doubts, unrealized dreams. We’re 
all, in the simplest sense of the word, 
climbers, trying not to fall, moving 
upward with anticipation and hope, 
hanging on through the cruxes.

This autumn, the changing leaves 
and rain-laden clouds usher me south 
and east again. Memories now drift 
down from each crag in the canyon. 
Sparkling red dust fills the air. Trucks 

and vans congregate at the Beef Basin pullout. 
Through my open window, I hear spikes of 
laughter, beers cracked open, banter about 
crack widths and finger sizes. Over the bump 
of the cattle guard, past the rough-hewn 
fences, I’ve finally crossed some imaginary 
boundary. I drive the winding road in the final 
light of day, in that golden hour when the 
softened sun casts wandering paths through 
the sagebrush. The hush of dusk begins its 
cool sweep over the valley. All is well. I’m home. 
At last, I know it’s true.

—Jenny Abegg, Asheville, North Carolina Ph
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