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				I have had the privilege of continuing my adventures because of the kindness, support, and gener-osity of my husband, Mike Keeler. He’s willingly supported me as I’ve suggested nearly every new daydream and he helped make each of those daydreams into realities. This is only one of the many experiences-of-a-lifetime I’ve enjoyed because of his support.

				Hiking the Patagonia “O” was particularly special because I shared it with Shawna Glasser, one of my favorite adventure buddies. I say: “I have a crazy idea!” and she responds: “Sounds great! I’ll be there!” In this case, she did even more. While it may have been my pipedream, she made nearly every arrangement from flights to food. My dream and her hard work made this adventiure a true success. What a blessing to have Shawna as a friend!
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				Opposite Page: 

				A quick break while descending from John Garner Pass

			

		

	
		
			
				Facebook Post Upon Return

				Shawna and I did a thing… we hiked 86 miles around the “O” Circuit in Chile’s Torres del Paine National Park. Highlighted in the park are two geographic features: Grey Glacier and Los Torres (“The Towers”). When not view-ing these, we were hiking beside magical glaciers, lakes, waterfalls, fall foliage, and Andean peaks. We experienced sprinkling and heavy rains, light snow and driving frozen crystals, lots of mud, intense climbing and descending, and wind… lots and lots of wind. We traversed streams, creeks, and mud via stones and branches, climbed and descended sketchy wooden ladders, scrambled, and faced gales while crossing suspension bridges over 50 meter valleys hovering above roaring rivers. We guessed the winds were about 50 mph on some parts of the trail—so strong I was knocked over twice, a truly elemental experience. This was fall; the winds are, unbelievably, much worse in the summer.

				We ate meals, befriended, and walked with people from Chile, Argentina, the US, Australia, Germany, Ireland, Spain, Mexico, and many other nations. We carried all of our belongings on our backs and slept in tents that we fortunately didn’t have to carry or raise ourselves and we shifted between brutally cold and warm temperatures. We talked with each other and everyone else, I listened to lots of audiobooks, we heard morning birdsong, and saw Andean woodpeckers. Shawna even had an incredible encounter with a huemul, a Patagonian deer. Unfortunate-ly, we didn’t see the resident puma with her two recent-ly-birthed cubs, nor did we see the famous condors. On our way to the park, we saw the Patagonian equivalent of a llama/alpaca. And, most importantly, we laughed and laughed and laughed. It was wonderful!
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				Opposite Page: 

				Climbing to John Garner Pass with Amistad Glacier in the background
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				el Parque de Los Torres de Paine
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				#GettingThere

				Preparation

				Years in the Making

				During my climb up Kilimanjaro, I learned about a hike in Patagonia called the “W.” Its name reflects its mapped appearance—it looks like a “W.” Everyone described it as incredible so I penciled it into my bucket list. A few years past with other trips, races, and COVID taking precedence. Along the way, I learned more about the trail and found that the “W” was only the bottom section of a longer trail. The Patagonia “O” was the full circuit that circumnavigated Torres del Paine Chilean National Park. The “O” included the en-tire “W” in its southern section. I was in! That was the hike I would do… and I would definitely do the full circuit so I wouldn’t miss anything.

				I mentioned this to my brother-in-law, Brent, who said he and a friend had just completed the “W” with a group. He raved about the views and the pristine conditions of the wilderness… the water was so clean it didn’t even need to be filtered. I was definitely in—I just hadn’t decided on the timing, sticking with “one of these days” as my official plan.

				As Mike and I began to firm our calendar for 2023, I saw a huge white space in March. That’s when it would happen… white spaces like that didn’t belong in my life while I was still young and healthy enough to fill them. Plus, I’d completed the Camino in March and April the year before so it seemed like a good idea to start a new tradition—March would be my long trip month. It was a plan.

				I mentioned this to some friends and Shawna (who’d just left her job at the DMV) said she was in, too. 
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				a Howlander’s representative to ask all of our esoteric questions (e.g., will critters eat snacks through our packs, how much DEET would we need, were pillows included in the camping gear). It would cost more, but not substantially. We decided to go with Howlanders as our booking agent and decided to also splurge by having them include all our sleeping gear and food. What I’d expected to be a relatively inexpensive trip was starting to be a bit more than expected. 

				The hiking plan was then in place. All we had to do was book flights. Shawna took charge. I’d figured all the flights would cost around $700. I was so wrong! Getting to Puerto Natales would require quite the effort and expense. By the end, we’d each spent well over $700 for the flights and learned we would be flying from Las Vegas to Los Angeles to Lima to Santiago to Puerto Natales and then reversing the itinerary to re-turn home. With layovers, we were looking at around thirty hours each way in transport. Carpe diem!

				Everything was in place with less than a month to be ready for the trip. I had more Spanish to learn (I’d been learning since COVID started and was able to practice while walking across Spain the previous year), some gear to purchase (e.g., flexible ties for my backpack, a camp pillow), things to prepare (e.g., homemade deodorant, organizing a new equipment list specifically for the “O”), and lots of training to do. Fortunately, the latter wasn’t horrible. I’d planned to compete in Ironman Tulsa (IMTU) in April so was well on my way to adequate strength and endurance. I’d just completed my annual 100 X 100 January swim challenge and the Rock ‘n Roll Las Vegas half-marathon. Plus, Skye (our dog) and I were jamming with miles in 
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				Now, it was a girls’ trip. We started planning and it was about this time we realized I should have planned the trip at least six months in advance. The cheapest way to complete the “O” is by booking all of your own campsites and bringing your own gear and food. Not to mention, booking flights well in advance would make them much cheaper. The result of my procrastination was that Shawna and I were unable to book the camp-sites and dispersed camping was forbidden; they were full for the season. One option was to take a guided trip with a local provider, but these were very expensive and I couldn’t find one that did the full “O,” just the “W.” I didn’t want to go all the way to Chile and not complete the full circuit. Also, I’d come to enjoy solo hiking so having to conform to a group seemed daunting. Plus, I had Shawna for company.

				This was about the time Shawna learned of another option. There are companies that purchase campsites in advance and resell them, a form of legal scalping I supposed. She found a company named Howlanders that would not only book the campsites for us, but would manage the entire process. They procured all the required permits to enter and hike in the park, made the camping reservations, arranged all our food and camping gear, took care of our transportation between Puerto Natales and Torres Central (where we would start and end the hike), and organized every-thing in a pretty package including an orientation in Puerto Natales the night before we’d start hiking. We were able to text back-and-forth with 
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				Tule Springs National Monument on a regular basis. I decided to switch from IMTU to the later season Ironman Mont-Tremblant race so was able to stop trying to run as much and focus, instead, on hiking in hiking boots. 

				Those boots were yet another matter. I bid farewell to my Vasques in Muxia, Spain after 1,200 miles of loving care and replaced them with a pair of La Sportivas some friends recommended. They worked great for 70 miles… then I hiked the Grand Canyon in February and found they couldn’t handle serious hiking on my feet. So, I switched back to Vasques and had to select a different model since mine was no longer available. They worked, but slightly rubbed my feet and ankles in the wrong places. It was one week before Shawna and I were to leave when I saw Ron (my physical therapist) who recom-mended I give up on the new Vasques and try a different pair; it wasn’t a good idea to take boots that I was already concerned might be a problem. It was back to REI for me. I left the store with some Solomons and wore them everywhere during the week to hopefully get an impression of whether they might work. In that short time, I felt good about the choice, but I knew I’d been schooled in hasty judgments when it came to the La Sportivas. C’est la vie! They would have to do.

				Laundry was done, cookies and brownies were on the counter for Mike and Ryan (my husband and son), details adorned the refrigerator door, and all the other stuff (like completing my Camino journal from a full year beforehand) would have to wait. Shawna and I were ready to do this thing.
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				#GettingThere

				The Start

				LAS to LAX to LIM to SCL

				Ryan and Skye drove me to the airport. Shawna accidentally had Richard drop her at the wrong termi-nal so we picked her up along the way. I was glad to know I wasn’t the first one to make a mistake. It was hard to stay goodbye to the family, especially Skye who worked so hard helping me train for the trip. She’d been putting in 15-17 desert running miles at a time as I put in 13-15. We did this several times in the weeks leading to the trip. She was quite the athlete, especially for being almost 13 years old.

				We hoped to procure our boarding passes when still in Vegas, but were only able to print the one ticket to LAX. Unfortunately, the ticket said our seats would be assigned at the gate. We rolled with it and headed to the gates. Our first stop, albeit short, was at the Priority Club. I ate amply of their pitas/hum-mus and chickpea salad since I hadn’t eaten lunch and I nabbed a few M&Ms and peanuts for the flight. Upon reaching the gate, we found our seat numbers listed on an overhead screen. I had been upgrad-ed to Comfort+! However, upon receiving my seat pass when getting on the plane, I had another seat number. So… I went to the seat number—the middle seat in the very last row! You know the one; the seats won’t recline and there is no window. So, when Shawna arrived with what looked like the same seat number, we agreed she should move to my Comfort+ seat. When she did, it was taken. Apparently, we were both reassigned to the cheap seats. Apparently, we didn’t deserve more.

				Our LAX flight went off with only a little hitch. We sat on the tarmac for quite awhile waiting for another plane to clear out, but it wasn’t worrisome because we had almost a five hour layover in LA. We made it into the air where Shawna watched “Call the Midwife” and I watched a TED talk that coinciden-tally was presented by a former CEO of the Patagonia company. She and her husband engaged in “rewil-
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				ding”; they bought land throughout Patagonia, reintroduced flora and fauna that had been displaced from the area due to human-environment interaction, and then returned the land to the nation of Chile in the form of five national parks. I guessed that Torres del Paine (our destination) was one of them, but she never stated this directly. Next, I started “This is Us,” but as in typical fashion, I slept through most of it. When we arrived in LA, we had to wait for over half an hour because the jetway was broken. Eventually, the pilot drove us to an-other gate so we could exit. Again, it was no problem for us because of our long layover. I felt sorry for those of us in the back rows who had connecting flights with short layovers.

				This put us in the LAX terminal with no printed (or online) tickets or seat assignments. We walked around try-ing to find a Delta representative even though we were flying on Latam, but without luck decided to just wait until a few hours before our flight was to depart to receive them at the gate. In the meantime, we had dinner (Panda Express and a Mexican fast food joint) while Shawna made reservations for a walking tour in Santiago and I started on my journal and caught up on other computer tasks.

				It was time to go to the gate. We sat at the gate for awhile, concerned that there weren’t many other people there. When another two girls with backpacks found themselves in the same situation, they learned our gate changed from the one on the monitor—we were in the wrong place without tickets when our plane started boarding. Shawna rushed over while I shuffled in my cheap slippers. They wouldn’t give Shawna my ticket (she supposed they were worried she was human trafficking me) so she was anxious until I appeared behind her. When asked where I was going (surely to be certain Shawna wasn’t trying to turn my body into cash), I made the mistake of saying Puerto Natales (our final destination) instead of Santiago. They still gave me my ticket, but she’d probably be on an international watch list now. We boarded and took off without further incident. And, this time we weren’t in the last seats (though we did have the seats in the middle section of the plane). Not a problem. All was good.

			

		

		
			
				The flight to Lima also went well and didn’t even have hitches. I promptly fell asleep and was able to get about five hours of rest. Shawna watched movies and dozed.

				In Peru, we had to go through their TSA to reach our connecting flight. For some odd reason, my Tevas made the alarm go off. After a pat down, they let my blade-less knife, avocado, and me into Peru. Again, we didn’t have tickets and were just an hour from boarding our next international flight. After some confusion and anxious waiting, we eventually reached the ticket counter for our flight. The attendant printed our tickets and we were immediately ushered onto the plane. We were heading to Chile! More movies, more napping.
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				#GettingThere

				Santiago: Day One (Night)

				Street Market

				We made it to Chile and went through their TSA. I ate my avocado in the bathroom so I wouldn’t be called out by an airport beagle as I had been in New York City many years ago, then we waited in the customs line for about 45 minutes. It was painless. I talked Shawna into attempting to reach our hostel via public transport. She accommodated my wish, but I wasn’t sure about her level of hankering. 

				We found a bus that would take us somewhere that would hopefully get us to the next place that we would have to ask for help. Even though we had to wait through a few busses because we didn’t know how to pay, we eventually made it. This took us to what may have been a subway and I, in my muy poqueño Spanish, asked how we would go about our next step… taking the metro. After a lot of not-quite-communication between the metro or train (we weren’t sure which) workers, I thought we were to leave the station, walk a block to the university, and take the metro from there. So, we did. We found nothing. Shawna with her great hand language and voice modulation skills had deduced we were to just go downstairs to catch the correct train. So much for my three years on Duolingo. No worries. 

				It was hot so I gave up on my wish to be authentic by using public transport and we loaded ourselves, packs, and my rolling suitcase into a cab. The cabbie took us to our hostel; we were able to see part of Santiago while he drove.

				Shawna and I checked into our hostel for two nights, Merced 88, and received a tour from the proprietor. A shower was next on my list. We unpacked our backpacks and showered, then asked the front desk host where we should go for dinner. He suggested we head to a street bazaar and look around that area.

			

		

		
			
				Tee-hee... It says “PEE” at the airport
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				The street bazaar was quite the happening place. Artists and street musicians were commonplace as were those selling incense, marijuana edibles, trinkets, used books, and other questionable paraphernalia. I invest-ed in a $3 drawstring backpack and took lots of pictures while we checked out the restaurant scene. Even-tually, we chose Tres Valles Restaurant because they had a nice outdoor seating area. We ordered a pitcher of sangria (definitely more than we needed) while waiting to be seated and then ordered a hamburger for me and seafood linguini for her. I was hoping the burger would be absolutely delicious, straight from cows grazing on the Pampas. It was good, but I guess I’m used to good, fresh beef after the privilege of buying happy cows from Parowan’s Dry Lakes Ranch Beef. While we ate and talked, there was a speaker who may have been a political soapbox-er or a comedian (we couldn’t tell) followed by a really good saxophonist. We tipped the latter and our waiter before walking back to our hostel. It was about 8:30 PM and we were in bed around 9:00. No partying for these old hags.

			

		

		
			
				A local bookstore (reminded me of Powell’s in Portland)

			

		

		
			
				A local church

			

		

		
			
				Shawna saying: “Come on, Christy, let’s go in!”

			

		

		
			
				Driving through Santiago
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				My swollen ankles from sitting on planes

			

		

		
			
				Street vendors in Lastarria

			

		

		
			
				Street artist in Lastarria

			

		

		
			
				Our first of many sangrias

			

		

		
			
				A saxaphonists serenading us over dinner
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				#GettingThere

				Santiago: Day Two

				Walking Tour

				Shawna and I slept quite awhile (10 PM-8 AM). It was, blessedly, warm in the room. I took a few minutes to check out the terrace. The views were nice—one was a cityscape and one of a tree-covered hill. Quite pleasant.

				Our big adventure for the day was a free walking tour. We met Carlos, a linguist who didn’t like being an editor so switched to being an English-language guide, at the national theater, arriving a bit early. I learned neither of the wall plugs I’d brought worked in Chile so it was on my morning agenda to find one that worked. While Shawna waited for the tour to start, I walked around looking for a tienda elec-tronico (i.e., electronics store). I wasn’t having any luck so stopped and asked a military guard at the corner of one building. Later, I learned the building was the headquarters of the Chilean Air Force which explained its heavily guarded nature. There were two guards and both were extremely nice, both also spoke only Spanish. With rudimentary Spanish excessively punctu-ated with hand signals, I told him what I needed. He and his colleague told me two things. First, and most importantly, if I kept walking around with my phone in my hand, it was sure to be stolen. Second, I think, he told me where to go. I was clueless and looked equally confused so he walked me there. It was on the complete opposite corner. Not quite walking around the Pentagon, but still a ways. There, he worked with the vendor of the sidewalk stall to help me purchase what I needed. He kept saying it was three mil and I kept translating that in my head to three million. I explained that I didn’t have that 

			

		

		
			
				Views from the roof of Merced 88
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				Corner where I found the plug
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				much in Chilean pesos (CLP). The vendor couldn’t take a credit card or American dollars so the guard told me I could go to an ATM. Eventually, I pulled out all my cash (hoping Chilean military weren’t corrupt) and he had me give a 5000 CLP bill to the vendor. Now, had I thought about it, I would have refused to pay $US 400 for a USB wall plug. Taking the 5000 CLP bill, I realized the plug was less than $US 4. I even received change from my transaction. Mil is thousand in Spanish. Bonus!

				Carlos was fantastic! He spoke quickly and nonstop about culture, politics, history, and architecture. He told us little about Chile’s ancient history focusing instead on its contemporary changes. Despite its rich history with indigenous people, Chileans seem to identify more with their Spanish heritage and even more with the French because they overthrew the Spanish during the eighteenth or nineteenth century. So much of their architecture is European and most of that architecture is either French (as they wanted to identify with the French) or very modern (since the 1980s).

				Chile is a hotspot for severe earthquakes; in fact, they don’t even speak of quakes rating lower than 7 on the Richter scale and usually only worry about earthquakes starting at level 8. As an epicenter for tectonic movement, little of the original city exists. We saw a seventeenth century church that is one of the only original buildings in Santiago. Also, because of political change from a socialist to fascist government combined with the need for quake-resistant infrastructure from the 1970s to 1990s, the city is replete with Soviet-style (though not concrete) high-rise apartment buildings. The juxtaposition between the old and new is stark. 

				In 2017, the totalitarian government faced a coup d’etat and was overtaken by a new, well-liked democratic president. The overthrow, according to Car-los, started because of toilet paper. Chileans learned that toilet paper around the world was markedly cheaper than in their country… like 2.5 times. This started them searching for a reason and found that private monopolies were the root of the problem. Citizens continued researching and learned that prices for many items (e.g., utilities) were also significantly higher in Chile, again due to monopolization. Public outcry ensued followed by public outrage and eventually rioting. The people literally carried torches in the street and began burning capitalist institutions including for-profit businesses. Companies like Walmart have yet to recover from the damages. Today, Santiago is covered in graffiti, masked with a lot of barbed wire, full of closed and metal-gat-ed businesses, and has an active police presence. Many of the businesses still have not returned because as soon as they do, they are looted and ransacked again. The graffiti is ubiquitous. Carlos told us that as soon as it is cleaned, it reappears. At one point, the government spent $US 1.5 million to clean one section of the city. Within two days, it all reappeared. Now, only buildings with wealthy inhabitants (like those of the elite families who’ve governed Chile for decades) and those of important government buildings remain clean because of active graffiti-removal.

				I’d learned that Chile was struggling to halt immigration from its northern borders before I arrived in the country. Carlos put this into perspective. The 2017 census put the population of Chile at about 17.1 million. Though the next census will be in 2027, the UN approximates the current population at 20.4 million, 3.3 million immigrants in five years. The country struggles to handle the influx because refugees, as in the US, are not citizens so do not pay taxes. Street vendors (especially food vendors) and street performers are often refugees with no other way of earning income. 

				The influx of refugees puts a huge drain on the country’s economy. With health care and other services provided by the government, the annual taxation of individuals that starts at 21% is not enough to sustain the system. Wait times in emergency rooms can be eight hours since emergency rooms are serv-ing as an entry point for all ailments since they do not turn away non-citizen patients; many Chileans are switching to private health care as a result.
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				I was so pleased to see the governor’s building had four flags on it—those of the country of Chile, the city of Santiago, the flag of the indigenous peo-ple, and a pride flag. Same-sex marriage is legal in Chilean civil courts and Carlos stated that Chileans are very accepting of all people. They have a long history of intermarrying between races and living with those from many cultures. Gay and transgender people are equally welcomed. Interestingly, in one of the oldest churches in town (most were destroyed by earthquakes so few remain), we saw a service in progress. It was delivered in Spanish and translated in real-time to Haitian. There is a huge population of Haitians and the Catholic Church welcomes and caters to them. Outside of Haitians and those of what Americans consider the baby boom era, most Chileans have separated themselves from religion. The country officially prohibited a church-state relationship in 1975. Now, Christianity and Islam are the most common faiths in the country, but neither are practiced in large numbers. Churches felled during earthquakes were not rebuilt.

				Carlos told us Chile didn’t have any authentic food we could try. He’d said the national food was probably the hotdog and the country’s staple was any food that came between two pieces of bread. Apparently, Chile consumes more bread than any country other than Russia. [This is what Carlos said, 

			

		

		
			
				but I later learned Turkey consumes the most bread by country and Chile wasn’t even in the top ten. But, Germans eat the most per capita and Chileans come in second.] According to him, a typical day of eating in the life of a Santiago resident starts with tea with cinnamon and sugar (not coffee, that is for foreigners) and a sweet pastry. Lunch is their main meal eaten from about 2-4 PM, often provided or paid for by companies where employees work. The meal includes three courses and usually ends with about 30-60 minutes of shoot-ing the breeze between friends and coworkers. Dinner is simply a dessert. Chileans aren’t snackers which may contribute to the fewer obese people we saw on the street even though sweets are such a major part of their diet. He said that there is only one traditional afternoon snack, a peach purée with lots (he emphasized “lots” several times) of sugar. I regretted we never had a chance to try the drink.

				We ended our walking tour in Lastarria where Shawna and I had dinner the night before. We found another restaurant with outdoor seating. I worked on my journal, Shawna read, and we enjoyed specialty lemonades, sesame shrimp, and falafel for lunch. I was still full from my burger and fries the night before.

				We took two brief side trips on our way back to Merced 88. First, we tried to visit Cerro Saint Lucia, an oasis at the top of a long staircase, but there were guards at the top informing us the grounds were cerrado (closed). Apparently, Monday is the day many public buildings are closed (we never found out why). Then, we visited the park across the street from our hostel. There were grassy areas and large paved walkways much like in Central Park, but more gravel walkway than greenery. We saw several statues, but sadly, most were defaced by graffiti. It was sad to see the realities of continued resistance against the government. This was especially true given the accepting, warm history of the people.

			

		

		
			
				Lunch on the patio

			

		

		
			
				Shawna’s doodle of our hostel’s 

				rooftop view
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				Back in the hostel, I wrote in my journal and took a shower while Shawna doodled, read, and took her show-er. Then, we were off again. We decided to check out the other side of the tracks, or rather the other side of the rather pathetic river that mimicked the color of the Colorado or Mississippi and was terribly small. I wondered if it was a low snow year, the river was always this low, or Chile was suffering from water prob-lems. Once we reached the other side, we walked less than a block before I suggested to Shawna that we go back; the people seemed a bit shady on that side. Wisely, we turned back. This sent us back to the same area (Lastarria) where we’d had dinner and lunch already, but there were more restaurants we hadn’t tried. We found another with outdoor seating and ordered. I had a really good mushroom quinoa salad; Shawna had beef brisket with mushroom risotto that was divine!

				We walked a bit and saw a cool food concept. There was a huge line at this one Subway-like fast food joint. Patrons chose the size of their cone which employees filled with French fries. Guests then walked down a line and said which toppings they wanted. There were about 15 different options. I wish we’d seen this before dinner, but our dinner was delicious and healthier so it was probably for the best. We ended our walk eating gelato in a small park before heading back to the hostel. 

				Shawna and I talked with the hostel host for awhile because he’d hiked the “O.” I felt guilty for planning to not carry sleeping gear and food and elitist for shelling out the money for the privileges. I supposed a true hiker would take care of everything him- or herself. The more I age, the more I’m appreciating opportunities to “cheat” this way (like staying in albergues on the Camino), but it doesn’t stop me from feeling like I’m not being authentic.

				I’d also been feeling badly for Shawna who was having to put up with me. She is such a good person and so quiet. I talked nonstop and felt my ethics fell short of her standards. For instance, she always crosses the street on the sidewalk. I don’t. She would never take a blanket from a plane home for herself. I might. I learn so much from her about how to be a kind, honest, respectful person and feel so badly she’s stuck with me.

				Back in our dorm room, we gabbed with one of our two roommates, Elena. She was from Spain and had solo hiked the “O” before completing a four month Patagonian cycling tour. She loved the “O,” loved the people, and always felt perfectly safe. She also spoke of the wind on the “O,” but both she and the hostel’s host hiked in December when winds are at their worst. Elena had also stayed in the same Puerto Natales hos-tel where we had reservations and spoke highly about it. She said how kind, encouraging, and supportive the proprietors were and gave us suggestions for where to watch the sunrise and find the best pizza. I wrote in my journal before falling asleep, may have played a game or two of Spider Solitaire, and read before heading to sleep around 10 PM.

			

		

		
			
				My mushroom quinoa salad was great; Shawna’s beef brisket won the prize!

			

		

		
			
				Mapocho River (next to Merced 88)

			

		

		
			
				Graffiti on banks of Mapocho River
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				The statue right outside our hotel was beautiful, but like all else in Santiago, it was defaced by graffiti. It was so sad to see such a beautiful place and wonderful structure defiled by political unrest.
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				#GettingThere

				Santiago: Day Three (Morning)

				San Cristoból Hike

				Both of our watches awoke us at 6 AM and we were out the door and in our boots for a morning stroll. The stroll took us four miles and over 800’ to the top of Cerro San Cristoból, the hill we could see from our hostel terrace. Unfortunately, we were unable to see the statue of Jesus (or San Cristoból) at the top because the gates were closed, but we were able to watch the sunrise over what may have been the foothills of the Andes. It was nice, but not spectacular. We saw the skyline including the part we hadn’t been able to see from the other side of the hill. The Soviet-style apartment buildings surrounded the city center, all overcast with a shadow of what was probably smog. Climbing the hill had been a nice little warmup for the “O.” 

				We returned to the hostel where Shawna rested while I showered and wrote in my journal until we met our 11 AM taxi to the airport. Shawna, wisely, didn’t trust me to attempt using public transport to return to the airport. Perhaps she may have if we’d left five hours before our flight, but three seemed ample for a domestic flight.

				I couldn’t say I was sad to leave Santiago. It was just a big city with all the regular big city attractions like museums and government buildings. Our 48 hours in Santiago had been enjoyable and insightful. And, best of all, it gave us time to rest and adjust to South America before hitting the trail.

			

		

		
			
				Looking down via the funicular cables

			

		

		
			
				The funicular
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				Sunrise over Santiago
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				#GettingThere

				Santiago to Puerto Natales

				The Backpack Fit

				Upon reaching the ticket counter at the airport, we faced a bit of a hang up. We were told we couldn’t take our backpacks on the plane. I assured the attendant that they would fit so she had us prove it by placing them in the box provided for the purpose. Mine fit; I passed! Shawna’s backpack was too tall. Fortunately, I’d paid to bring a spare small suitcase that held disposable clothes I wouldn’t be wearing on the “O.” We unloaded one of Shawna’s dry bags into the rolling bag and tried (read: sat on the suitcase and shoved with all our might) to close it without luck. About this time, we decided the bag we were trying to fit wasn’t a good choice anyway because it included all Shawna’s essential hiking gear. We switched to putting her other dry bag’s contents into the suitcase and it fit (read: after a lot more, but not quite as much, shov-ing). Whew! We passed and were permitted to proceed to the gate.

				We’d left the hostel three hours early so had plenty of time in the airport to enjoy the Priority Clubs, eventually visiting two in the domestic terminal. Both were small and had the same menu, but Shawna and I found plenty of options to deem it an actual lunch. 

				Unlike our previous flight, we scored a real window and even had an empty seat in our row so could spread out. For a no-frills airline, we were making out pretty well! The flight was two hours and 45 min-utes, plenty of time for a game or two of Spider Solitaire and a long, restful nap.

			

		

		
			
				My natural airplane position

			

		

		
			
				Chilean landscape
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				Patagonia from the Sky
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				#GettingThere

				Puerto Natales

				Day One (Night)

				I walked off the plane in a tank top and eagerly awaited my rolling suitcase at baggage claim so I could put on a jacket. It’d been in the 80s in Santiago; the temperature was in the 40s in Puerto Natales and, as expect-ed, it was windy (about 12 mph). We bought tickets for a transfer bus from the airport to El Patagonica, our hostel. There were about five of us that arrived at the same time and were all a bit concerned when no one answered the door when we rang and knocked several times. It was a cold wait outside! Eventually, a sweet young woman, Camilla, who would serve as our host for the next few days welcomed us into the warmth. All five of us spoke English so after taking our passport information and payment, she gave us a full spiel about the town and a tour of the hostel. The space was clean and the building quaint. It was the kind of hostel I really like: warm, warm hearted, and warmly decorated. In the evening, guests talked in the kitchen as some cooked and others ate. What a beautiful way to meet people, learn about other cultures, and figure out what to expect in the days ahead.

				Shawna and I went for dinner at a restaurant said to be authentic by our host. Shawna had the most beau-tiful lamb dish and I had the steak the waiter suggested as a specialty. We talked about the trail ahead and more. And, of course, we stopped on our way back to the hostel to pick up some chocolate from a grocery store. I tried an interesting flavor—dark chocolate with lemon and mint—hoping I wouldn’t like it so I wouldn’t eat much. No luck… it was a winner.

				We returned to the hostel and prepared for bed then sat in one of the common rooms. Shawna read while I wrote in my journal and called home.

			

		

		
			
				Shawna before and after getting her food
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				Our hostel: El Patagonica
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				#GettingThere

				Puerto Natales: Day Two

				Sunrise and Briefing

				I set my alarm for 6:45 AM to maximize my sleep while still seeing the sunrise (a recommendation from Elena the Spaniard we’d met in our Santiago hostel). Shawna was up before me so we took the almost three mile walk together. We started by going to the water, Golfo Almirante Montt, then headed north. It was cold when starting (in the 30s), but I unzipped my down coat and fleece before returning. Also, pleasantly, it wasn’t very windy.

				We saw several neat statues. First, was the Monumento al Viento (Wind Monument). It was of two people flying away due to the heavy winds of the region. Next, was a hand coming up from the ground, Monu-mento de la Mano (Hand Monument). We were never able to figure out what it represented. Next was the Monumento Alberto de Agostini, a tribute to his work in Terra del Fuego related to glaciers and indigenous people. The final monument stands at the entrance to the city. When entering by bus the previous evening, I postulated it was a sloth. Shawna thought it could be a bear. My second guess was a big weasel. It seemed strange and struck us as hilarious to have a sloth or weasel to represent their city. The image was even on their street signs. Couldn’t they get an artist to make it look more like the animal it was supposed to be? Then we noticed a sign in front printed in both Spanish and English. We learned that it was, in fact, a sloth. Prehistoric sloths were found in the area in a nearby cave that tourists can still visit. Guess our ignorance was pretty inappropriate.

				The sun didn’t come up in the west on this particular day and we couldn’t see the sunrise over the buildings nor small hill that blocked our view. I wondered why the area was recommended for viewing sunrises until the light hit the western peaks. They were first bathed in a magical pink and orange and then the tips shone 

			

		

		
			
				Sunrise and sunset in Puerto Natales
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				with a halo of light. It was a wonderful way to start our morning.

				We returned to the hostel where Shawna read, again, and I wrote in my journal, again. I also took the opportunity to ask the new front desk host (whom I would later learn was, along with his wife, an owner of the establishment) where he recommended we visit during the day. I wasn’t keen on missing any opportunities to see the small town in the short time we were there. He recommend a short hike up a nearby hill that overlooked the fjord on which the city sat. Hiking before starting the “O” Circuit didn’t seem like a great idea. His second suggestion was visiting a hotel transformed from its previous life as a slaughterhouse. It seemed like such a strange remodel that I was definitely intrigued. A nap sounded much better so that’s what I did.

				Shawna also napped. When she awoke, we went for lunch at the pizza place recommended by our Spanish friend. Unfortunately, it was closed so we ended up at another restaurant where we had delicious ginger lemonade and I had risotto. 
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				While I journaled, Shawna sent a message to our “Crew”: Mike, Richard (her husband), Ryan, Winter (my daughter), Gretchen (my mother-in-law), Art (my dad), and three of our friends—Sarah, Rosanne, and Kaye. [We later added friends Mayela and DJ to our Crew.] She wrote:

				From Shawna: Howdy all! Christy is eating her lunch so she asked me to fill in as a guest writer. Today a lot of our bunk mates in the hostel made a mass exit for the trail. They were not quiet or kind about it. One booby-trapped my bed. I had the top bunk and she put her giant bag at the bottom of my ladder. As you can imagine, in the dark, it was a surprise! If you can imagine, we had the option to visit a repurposed slaughter house. It sounded delight-ful, but we passed. Instead we napped. We’ve had lots of good food. I am excited/nervous for the adventure we start tomorrow, but definitely ready!

				This was one of many messages. Each night during the trek, we sent the Crew messages via my inReach (satellite de-vice) to let them know how we were faring.

				We walked to the Howlanders office after lunch, but learned we had to wait until 5 PM for our briefing because there would be four additional groups joining us. On the way back to El Patagonica, we stopped by a church and were al-most run over by bustling girls leaving their Catholic school. We also found an equipment store that sold trekking poles new for less than we could rent them. We figured that even if we couldn’t bring them home, we’d still be saving mon-ey. After a brief return to the hostel we turned right back around to the equipment store to buy the poles before our briefing. We checked in for the briefing and then took a quick detour to a pastry shop. After all, we only had leftovers for dinner so we deemed it necessary.

				There were about nine hikers at our briefing; all were doing the full circuit, but only four of us would start the next morning. These included a girl named Sarah from Washington, D.C. (fitting since “our” Sarah wasn’t joining us on this adventure) and Sid from San Francisco. Both were solo. The woman leading the briefing explained everything we might want to know about the upcoming adventure. She explained how we would get there and what we would need to enter Torres del Paine National Park. She then walked us through the route using a large wall map and elevation chart. She told us how much time each stage should take and what we could expect at each stop (e.g., hot or cold showers) and gave us advice about when to start early, when to get recommendations from rangers about what time to start in the mornings to avoid the worst wind speeds, and which animals we might see in which sections of the park. Hopefully, we would see the puma who just birthed two cubs so was very skinny. We were told to take out our camera if we saw her; we wouldn’t need to worry because she wasn’t aggressive.

			

		

		
			
				City murals
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				At one point, she asked if we had any questions. I raised my hand and asked where we should look to see Fitz Roy, the mountain silhouetted on the Patagonia clothing logo. Everyone responded: “Argentina.” That was quite an embarrassing surprise. I thought that was the best thing we would see so told Shawna we should just cancel the trip and head home. She nixed the thought. Other hikers asked where The Towers were so I supposed they were the park’s highlight instead. I was too embarrassed to ask any more questions after that.

				We had our bus tickets and QR codes for our park entrance and we had our passports and PDI forms (the forms received upon entering the country that we needed everywhere to prove we weren’t citizens so didn’t have to pay tax). We were ready to go—just one restful night before the adventure would begin.
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				Howlanders headquarters where we met for our briefing

			

		

		
			
				The elevation chart for the “O”—we had our work cut out for us!
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				Hiking the “O”
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				#HikingTheO

				Puerto Natales to Serón

				Chilly in Chile

				Shawna and I prepared to leave very quietly. This was important because several of our roommates had not been very respectful of our desire to sleep. One woman arrived around 10 PM after the other five of us were already asleep. I guessed she’d just come off the trail because she seemed a bit peeved. [We later learned that those who finished the trail in the last week were pelted with rain and snow while slogging through mud the entire time.] She turned on the light by her bed (as opposed to her headlamp) and made lots of noise. Then, she took a shower in our room instead of in the shower down that hall that wasn’t by anyone’s room. She kept the light on as she (as Shawna put it) “texted everyone she’d ever met.” Of course, I slept through most of it; Shawna didn’t and said the entire process took over an hour.

				Well rested in my case and not-so-well rested in Shawna’s case, we were up at 5:30 AM and ready to go shortly after. I missed our 6:15 planned to-go time by two minutes because I was finishing breakfast (gin-ger tea and two pieces of toast with butter and jelly) and getting in my last Duolingo lesson.

				We followed two guys from our hostel to the bus station. It took a few minutes, but we found our bus, stowed our gear, and found seats in the very front. I slept most of the trip while Shawna enjoyed the scenery. She saw sheep; we saw cows and the Patagonian-equivalent of llamas (not llamas or alpacas… they’re bigger) called guanaco. Mostly, the trip was flat with little to see other than what reminded me of 

				
					
						Distance: 8.5 miles

						Ascent: +1,335’/-1,187’

						Hours Hiked: 4:40

					

				

			

		

		
			
				Approaching the park on dirt a road

			

		

		
			
				Our first view of Los Torres peaks
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				tundra—short grasses with a few, squat trees. There were some lakes. I was very cold on the bus, but Shawna planned ahead and wore her rain pants so was comfortable.

				We eventually approached the park and were able to see Los Torres (“The Towers”), the iconic range of the region. Yes, they were amazing even under cloudy conditions. The bus stopped for us all to check in at the park then we boarded a shuttle that would take us to Torres Central where the “O” and westbound “W” treks start. As we took our bags from the first bus, the driver showed me a plastic cover and asked if it was mine. Thinking it was for the tip of a trekking pole, I answered: “No.” Shawna did the same, but he encouraged her to take it anyway. Being the nice person she is, she obliged. We hit the bathroom, checked in, picked up our sack lunches, and hit the trail with future urologist Sarah whom we’d met the night before. Sarah quickly pulled ahead leaving Shawna and me to walk by ourselves all day. We were passed by quite a few groups, but we did pass one group of two girls that seemed to be really struggling in just the first few miles. That was a bit concerning; they had a long way to go!

				The start was mostly uphill, steep in some parts, but never very difficult for us; we both had plenty of experience and training. It was about this time that I tried to take a drink from my water bladder and realized the cover was missing from the drinking spout. Oh, that was that blue thing the bus driver tried to give me. Fortunately, I was carrying a spare just in case, but I still asked Shawna if she still had the one the bus driver offered. Yes, she did. I had to hear about her holding my nipple for the rest of the day.

				The scenery was nice, but mostly still tundra-like with shrubs and some bushes. We heard birds, but didn’t see any wildlife. As we walked, the weather cy-cled through windy, sunny, rainy, and even a little snowy. Shawna noted we were “chilly in Chile.” The weather required a near-constant change of clothes. I found my trekking umbrella really useful, but worried it wouldn’t hold up all week in the Patagonian gale-force winds we were sure to experience.

				About halfway, we started seeing what we came to Patagonia to see—snow-covered peaks with meadows that held snaking rivers painted emerald in color. The scenery was beautiful and would have been outstanding if the sun were shining. This was the point when we switched from climbing to descending. This was also about the time I gave Shawna a break from my talking by listening to “The Storyteller” by Jodi Picoult. 
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				We arrived at Camp Serón about 4:30 PM. It was a little muddy and raining lightly so it was frustrating when we had to remove our boots and drop our backpacks outside. I was cold, getting wet, and worried my gear would get wet. It didn’t surprise me that our boots weren’t allowed inside since this had been common in all albergues on the Cami-no, but in Spain they let pilgrims remove their gear inside (definitely not out in the elements without an overhang). Despite my stress, everything worked out fine. We had to show our passports and PDI forms. One frustration was that by the time we arrived, all the early meal times were taken. We were relegated to 8 PM for dinner and 8 AM for breakfast and worried this would happen at every stop since I was so slow. I was concerned I’d fall asleep before dinner and was already hungry before 5 PM. I learned that night to save a snack from lunch to eat when I arrived in camp each night. The host confirmed our reservations and showed us to our tent.

				The tent was exactly what we saw in the pictures from Howlanders. A sturdy tent built on a raised platform with two sleeping pads and two comfy- and warm-looking mummy bags. I set up my side of the tent with my pillow, extra blanket, sleeping bag liner, and trekker chair then head out while Shawna napped. I hit the bathroom for my baby wipe bath then tried to find a place in the warm building where we’d registered. It was full so I moved instead to the uninsulated cooking tent where I wrote in my journal.

				I was absolutely freezing after leaving the tent. I returned to our tent where Shawna and I hung in our sleeping bags for warmth (they were, blessedly, warm) until it was almost the golden dinner hour of 8 PM. We left a few minutes early hoping we could get into the warmth a few minutes in advance, but, alas, they allowed us in almost five minutes late. I was shivering uncontrollably and stood for awhile until I stopped. They brought me some hot chocolate (I had to pay $4 extra for this… worth it!). Dinner consisted of bread, lentil cream soup, rice pilaf, lemon chicken, lem-on pudding, and red wine (the “welcome drink” we’d foregone when we’d arrived earlier in the day). It was exactly what we needed—food and heaters. There were two empty seats at dinner. We postulated these were from the girls we’d seen suffering earlier. We never saw them again so figured they’d had to turn around the first day. It was so sad 
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				because we knew how much preparation and money went into the trip. We couldn’t imagine how tough it would be to turn around on the first day, but were so glad they did. One of them struggled on what we considered a simple step-up onto a rock. If she struggled with that, John Gardner Pass would have been absolutely dangerous.

				After dinner, we each hit the potty hoping we’d make it through the night without having to brave the elements. We curled into our -7°C sleeping bags, me with an extra 70° bag, sleeping bag liner, fleece jacket, down coat, thick socks, long sleeve Heat shirt, leggings, gloves, and a buff. It was time to read. Wake up time was 7 AM.
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				Journaling before dinner

			

		

		
			
				Camp Seron

			

		

		
			
				Doing “The Shawna”
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				The front door at Camp Seron
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				#HikingTheO

				Serón to Dickson

				First Glaciers

				I was so cold until I fell asleep, but by the time I awoke for my 10:30 PM potty break, I was comfortable. When I went outside, I was blown away not by the wind, but by the night sky. There were so many stars in the sky and I could see our galaxy because there were a couple of cloudy patches. Apparently, Chile is a good place to view the Milky Way from the Southern Hemisphere. By the time I awoke for my 3 AM potty break, I was hot and stripped down to basics. I also made sure to take my phone outside for pictures that time. Overall, I slept very soundly.

				Shawna awakened me at 7 AM. She’d already completed most of her morning chores so rested longer. It took me about 30 minutes to ready my gear. I finally went outside and saw a beautiful pink sky silhouetted by the mountains and peaks around camp. It was the same pink punctuated with bright orange and yellow tints that we’d seen from Puerto Natales.

				Shawna and I picked up our lunches and had a seated breakfast of scrambled eggs and toast with yogurt, cereal, and oatmeal. I tried to make coffee, but mistook the yogurt for cream. It wasn’t my best culinary creation. We packed and were on the trail about 8:30 AM.

				It was a long haul, but there was no snow and very little rain to hamper our progress. There was a lot of wind at times, but it was manageable, especially with my umbrella. Unfortunately, though, I lost one of the clasps for my umbrella so was not sure how helpful it would be in upcoming days. When it was windy, 
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				Distance: 11.5 miles

				Ascent: +2,060’/-1,932’

				Hours Hiked: 7:29

			

		

		
			
				Breakfast 

			

		

		
			
				Morning in Camp Seron
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				though, I usually just held my umbrella in front of me as a wind block.

				Conversation was enthralling. For example, I asked Shawna: “How big do you think condor poop is—more or less than getting hit by a raw egg on your head?” I listened to “The Storyteller” by Jodi Picoult again probably because Shawna wasn’t as interested in my conversation topics as I’d presumed. She did tell me once that she almost saw a burrow, but then realized it was me blowing my nose horn and the sound reverberating across the mountains.

				For lunch, we received trail mix, a green apple, a protein bar, and two salmon sandwiches. I scraped all the salmon from my sand-wiches into plastic wrap (inadvertently leaving salmon along the trail) that I threw away upon reaching Camp Dickson.

				The trail wasn’t tough, just long, but there were some significant inclines and declines. It made me a bit concerned about the hike between Camp Los Perros and Camp Grey. That stage would be incredibly steep (both up and down) while riddled with intense winds and mileage so I planned to leave extra early that day. The highlight of this day was seeing our first glaciers. Dickson Glacier is massive like the glaciers I’d seen in Alaska. It was beautiful and not far from our camp (though not close enough to visit without 
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				Leaving camp on an absolutely gorgeous morning

			

		

		
			
				putting in exertion I didn’t wish to expend). Ahmat Glacier was right above us in the Ahmat Range. It was much smaller so not as impressive.

				I had no idea what to call the scenery and didn’t learn until after returning home that it wasn’t tundra even though it didn’t look like anything else. The rivers and lakes were beautiful and the landscape was massive in scope. Pointy mountains went in and out of view with the clouds, but we never had really sunny moments for pictures that would truly capture their full beauty.

				Upon arriving in camp, I had to first check in with the ranger. They kept a list of all hikers on the trail to ensure everyone made it between campsites safely. He told me that there were twenty people still to check in for the night out of 98 total. He said that 100 trekkers could start each day and that as the season closes, the number goes as low as 15 a day. He also was the one that told me which glaciers surrounded our camp. 

				Next, I checked into the campsite with Shawna and we unpacked. I took time to send my daily inReach message to the Crew. I loved getting their return messages. 
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				Today was the day for showers and laundry because there would be no hot water in the next day’s camp, Los Perros. I showered and Scrubba’d my clothes and hung the wet clothes to dry. Despite the cold, the wind made it possible for them to dry before bedtime. 

				It wasn’t quite as cold as the previous night and I knew to wear my obnoxious, rubber-ducky-yellow rain pants as a second layer for warmth (I hadn’t thought of it the day before even though I frequently did this on trails). This made it possible for me to walk around outside without ice forming on my hair (yes, an exaggeration). I took advantage of the time to follow signs to the playa (“beach”) where I took some pictures of a couple of lovers kissing and shared them via AirDrop. They were grateful. The beach was a perfect place for kissing—I wish Mike had been there. The lake water was beautiful, the sandy and rocky shore was easy on the feet, and the backdrops included Andean peaks sporting glacial creep and forests. Idyllic.

				I worked on my journal for awhile inside one of the several heated rooms (unlike in Camp Serón) before dinner. Shawna and I joined our new buddy, Sarah, as well as four Chileans for a dinner of bread, vegetable broth, passion fruit Kool-Aid, rice, cabbage (colloquially called purple chicken), baked chicken, and chocolate pudding. After eating, we talked books (Sarah was reading C.S. Lewis’ “The Screwtape Letters”) and adventure media. 

				It was 9 PM. We were ready for bed. I surprised Shawna by using my headlamp to light the tent using the water blad-der “our” Sarah gave me. It worked perfectly, illuminating the tent so it seemed like daytime inside. She rested while music played in the main part of camp and then I took that last potty break. I wrote in my journal and read “Runner: A Short Story about a Long Run” by Linzy Hawker.

			

		

		
			
				Tent area from the main porch

			

		

		
			
				Our nightly accommodations (with and without a model)

			

		

		
			
				Kissing on the shore

			

		

		
			
				The half-point for the day

			

		

		
			
				The guard station

			

		

		
			
				Drying clothes at the lodge
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				#HikingTheO

				Dickson to Los Perros

				Forests and Bird’s Eye Views

				I slept well with only one bathroom stop, but was much colder in my sleeping bag than previous nights. I never removed my second sleeping bag (I always put my 60°F bag inside my -7°F bag). The temperature was in the mid- to high- 50°s in the tent when we awoke at 7 AM to Shawna’s watch alarm. I prepared for the day ahead. Breakfast (i.e., toast with butter and jam, yogurt, oatmeal, scrambled eggs, cold cuts and cheese, and tea and coffee) was at 8 AM. The conversation was great. It was the second time we’d sat with a Canadian couple traveling with their eleven year old son during his spring break. We were on the trail just after 9 AM.

				I regaled Shawna with more potty talk (i.e., Dwight Schrute’s machine for making double-ply toilet paper into single-ply, pros and cons of various underwear types) and compared Mike to Jesus since he can heal any piece of technology with his super-power of touch. About this time, I figured it was best for my social standing and Shawna’s mental health if I resumed listening to my audiobook. I listened to it for about five hours throughout the day, almost finishing the book. Shawna left me on my own (proof of either her intel-ligence or skills with imposing boundaries) and ended up beating me to camp by well-over an hour.

				The day’s scenery was incredible with forests of various types, lakes, rivers, waterfalls, tree-covered moun-tains, glaciers, and massive snow-covered peaks. As we rose in elevation, we even began seeing yellows, oranges, and reds of fall foliage. The lakes were of a milky emerald and the rivers were clear as glass. We saw both streams and roaring rivers. The trail included gradual inclines and declines making it a pleasur-

			

		

		
			
				Distance: 8 miles

				Ascent: +1,768’/-597’

				Hours Hiked: 5:57

			

		

		
			
				Leaving camp in the morning

			

		

		
			
				Breakfast in Dickson
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				able stroll. And, the weather was perfect. I was down to a T-shirt and long sleeve shirt by the end of the day. The sun warmed the way and created opportunities for terrific pictures. We even saw wildlife; I saw the famous Andean woodpeckers on two occasions—both times, they were knocking away at trees.

				My good deed for the day related to finding what I thought was probably a buff, but might be underwear someone hung from their backpack to dry. I dared to convince myself it was the former, picked it up, put it in my pack, and walked on. A nice aspect of the “O” circuit is that all hikers walk in the same direction and generally stay in the same camps. This meant I was likely to either walk by its owner at some point or make it known in camp that I had it. We reached a high point two-and-a-half miles into the day’s stage. Everyone stopped to take pictures, have a snack, or sit and contemplate life. As I walked toward the group of onlookers, I mentioned the article of clothing and our din-ner-mate from the previous night praised me as his savior for finding and bringing him his favorite buff. The view was amazing so I asked if, in return, he could take a picture of me. He did a whole photo shoot, asking me to move from area to area to get my mug against all the best backdrops. I obliged by doing the same for him.

				We crossed many bridges throughout the day, several of which were quite precarious. Signs warned that only one person should cross at a time. Some were fifty feet above valleys of flowing rivers and one was slanted, seemingly held by its last beam. There was a breathtaking view (literally, I held my breath when I first looked) on one, but I was too frightened to stop in the middle of the bridge for a picture.

				Approaching Los Perros Camp was quite the surprise. The trail guided hikers up a steep, rocky hill. Ridiculously strong winds hit us at the top, but the view, again, took my breath away. Mountains rose in a horseshoe shape around a lake and Los Perros Glacier flowed directly into the lake. I stood for awhile, despite the cold wind, just to stare at the scene. As a couple was walking away from the top of the hill, I saw the man fall from a gust of wind.
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				I reached camp just after 3 PM and checked in with both the ranger and camp host. Shawna already registered, procuring tent #3, a 6 PM dinner seating, a 6 AM breakfast, and vegetarian lunches (so we could avoid future salmon sand-wiches). I had scraped the salmon off my sandwiches that morning before leav-ing camp so I wouldn’t have to do it on the trail, again. Our diet on the trail was markedly lacking in fruit and vegetables; we hope the vegetarian option would give us a more varied, healthy diet. I also hadn’t been a fan of Chilean bread, but knew from our Santiago walking tour that traditional Chilean food meant it was sandwiched between two pieces of bread. Yes, every lunch on the trek was centered around a sandwich.

				Shawna and I took a break in the tent while listening to the youngin’s talk about Disney and other movies. We’d respond to their questions and comments at times and they acted like we were the voices of God. Wisdom from the matri-archs—I’d happily claim that title. I worked on my journal until it was time for dinner. 

				Dinner was passion fruit Tang, vegetable soup, lentils with pork, and a delicious chocolate mousse. Our table talked about SCUBA, free diving, trails, and other adventures. I’d been reading about the Mont Blanc ultra run in my “Runner” book, but enjoyed learning about it from a hiker’s perspective. Apparently, it may be possible to circumnavigate the mountain relying on albergues and provided meals negating the need to carry much gear. That definitely interested me. After dinner, I helped the server clear the tables before returning to the tent. That was when I got the zipper stuck and Shawna called me “Zipper Ripper.” I hoped the name wouldn’t become my new trail name. She, after lots of grunting, cursing, and reminding me of my lack of skill zipping, was able to get it back on track. When I returned the next time, I prayed aloud: “Dear Lord, Please grant me the ability to accurately unzip this…” It worked. Guess I should have prayed the first time.

				We lit the tent again with Sarah’s water bladder and chatted a bit. I sent messages to the crew with the inReach, played a little Word Wow on the iPad, and then read until falling asleep. It was an early night because of the early morning alarm. John Garner Pass was the big activity on our schedule for the next day.
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				Los Perros Glacier
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				Autumn in Patagonia

			

		

		
			
				Our Canadian breakfast friends

			

		

		
			
				Los Perros Glacier

			

		

		
			
				Close-up of the glacier
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				#HikingTheO

				Los Perros to Grey

				Absolutely Awestruck!

				Fortunately, we had a good night’s sleep, but 5:15 AM came far too early. I rushed to get ready and was at the dining building at 6:10. I’d told the man working the previous night that I needed everything ready to go at 6 AM and he assured me it would be… many times. I fully expected to just pick up two bags (break-fast and lunch) and run out the door. That didn’t happened and it left me pretty mad. My lunch bag was ready, but only pieces-parts of breads were in the bread basket so I couldn’t make a butter and jelly sand-wich. I told the female server about my plight and she told me, simply, the food on the tables was all that was available at that moment. When she finally brought out more bread (toasted), I’d already had time to drink a cup of coffee. I was out the door with two bread sandwiches and on the trail at 6:20.

				As soon as I walked away from camp, I cursed myself for not switching to a new headlamp battery before leaving. This is standard when knowing you’ll be hiking in the dark for awhile. Sure enough, at 0.24 miles the battery died. I was on a super steep, muddy incline and had to take off my pack with its umbrella loom-ing large. Then, I had to pull out my emergency bag from the very bottom of the pack. Note, it was dark! I was so glad I’d decided to switch the battery before the one in the headlamp completely died. That took another ten minutes. My 6 AM start time was now a 6:30 start time and people started passing me. I had to keep trying to find a dry section to pull off the trail so others could get around me (and not be hit by my umbrella). A man passed me and said of my rubber-ducky rain suit: “You look like you’re prepared for a hurricane.” I was. Plus, I was warm.

			

		

		
			
				Distance: 10.9 miles

				Ascent: +3,631’/-5,065’

				Hours Hiked: 13:26

			

		

		
			
				The morning hike

			

		

		
			
				John Garner Pass from camp
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				That led to the next issue. This incredibly steep incline was mostly mud. Not just any mud… deep mud. We had to leap from rocks to tree roots and back to rocks again. Imagine the scene…climbing a hill in the dark walking as if you were playing hopscotch. That about explains it.

				I finished “The Storyteller” by Jodi Picoult and loved it. Next, I started reading Kristin Hannah’s “America is Speaking, When will Our Hearts Listen” and hated it. It reminded me of my family sitting around the dinner table talking about politics. I like it when we do it, but I wasn’t keen on hearing everyone else’s opinions. So, I switched to “Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance” by Robert Pirsig, but quit when the trail started requiring my full attention.

			

		

		
			
				An hour and fifteen minutes after starting, I ascended above the tree line leaving me completely exposed to the wind. It was pretty strong. I took off my pack and gloves to go potty, and one of my gloves flew away. I finally found it un-der a pointy bush and had to use my poles to drag it close enough to reach. Given the temperatures, there was no way I was losing my gloves or buff. I also had to put away my umbrella. It was still raining a bit, but an umbrella had no place in that wind. On the Camino, I’d used it as a wind block; it didn’t have a chance against the Patagonian tempest. I didn’t use it again during the day because the winds were so brutal. When I didn’t notice it missing until the next morning, I wondered if it’d flown away in the wind with my glove. At least I still had both of my gloves, my coat, and my yellow-so-search-and-rescue-can-see-me rain gear. Blessings for warmth!

				The area between the muddy slopes in the trees and the approach to John Garner Pass was fairly flat. Then, the climb began… on rock, slate, snow, ice, and wide, shallow streams. There was quite of bit of water flowing, but it was shallow enough and there were enough rocks to not be much of a problem. It also began to snow, but not just any snow. It was more like tiny snow crystals pelting us in our faces so we had to keep our heads pointed to the ground. The wind just increased in force as we continued to the pass. It got to the point that we would need to turn back-wards when gusts hit or at least separate our feet and hold onto the ground with our poles and all our weight. With our heads peeled to the ground just trying to stay vertical and trying not to lose our eyeballs to the crystallized snow onslaught, I almost missed Amistad Glacier. Once I saw it, I had to take a strong stance and time my picture so I wouldn’t lose my phone to the wind. 

				Wind gusts made it impossible to advance at times. I would just stand in place and hope to not fall over. This was particularly a problem because my “hurricane-ready” rain gear became a kite. At one point, the wind pushed me over. Once on the ground, I rolled with my pack several times through the shale resulting in a big bruise on one knee and a bloody shin on the other leg. I was surprised the fall drew blood because I was wearing both hiking and rain pants. I eventually made it to the saddle, John Garner Pass, and cheered with a hiking mate who arrived at the same time. I 

			

		

		
			
				Oh, the mud!
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				took took pictures of her, but she was far too cold to take any in return.

				A few more steps and we were ready to descend from the saddle. That’s when we saw it—Grey Glacier was MASSIVE! It literally took my breath away. I was scared just looking at its size. It seemed to cover the rest of the world. What was even more amazing was that at dinner a few nights later, one of our compatriots showed us a map of the entire ice field that encompasses Grey Glacier. I later learned the glacier is 100 feet tall and four miles wide and is part of the Southern Patagonian Ice Field that spans most of the Andes. What I thought was so big was simply a drop compared to the full ice field. Sadly, this ice field is shrinking faster than 
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				Barely able to stand in the wind

			

		

		
			
				Looking back toward Los 

				Perros from John Garner Pass

			

		

		
			
				The slog—Notice how we’re lean-ing in to the wind

			

		

		
			
				The compatriot who reached the top with me

			

		

		
			
				The falls during the ascent

			

		

		
			
				Amistad Glacier (we weren’t really this close)

			

		

		
			
				Orange paint marked our way

			

		

		
			
				Amistad Glacier—I almost missed it!
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				any other. Seeing even that fraction affected me deeply. A few days later, a woman put words to my feeling—elemental. Looking at something so foreign and yet so natural opened my eyes to the grandness of nature and the minutia of my life.

				A group of three joined the woman who’d summited with me and we took lots of pictures of one another and video of us flying in the wind. My hik-ing mate’s hands were so cold that she still couldn’t take any pictures and she started moving downhill as soon as possible. At dinner later, we all postulated the winds were 50 mph. I was unable to imagine what it would feel like to be in this place in the summer when winds can be 75 mph. It’s incompatible with human life. We could barely move forward with the winds we had. I heard that, at times, park rangers walk directly in front of trekkers because the hikers are incapable of making forward progress on their own. I believed it, but never received confirmation.

				The wind retreated as we descended and was significantly less by the time we reached the tree line. The walk finally became manageable so I switched books and started listening to “A Spark of Light” by Jodi Picoult. The road wasn’t 
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				Autumn overlooking Grey Glacier

			

		

		
			
				A lake at the edge of Grey Glacier

			

		

		
			
				One of my favorite pictures. I’d just reached the top and could 

				barely stand because of the wind. I was ecstatic!
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				easy, though. There were large, steep steps on the descent with metal poles and ropes to help keep us from slipping on mud. I definitely held on to them. Fortunately, there wasn’t any mud when we were there. I again felt sad for the people who’d completed the trek the day before we started. Facing the elements of John Garner Pass would have been so dangerous and frightening in pouring snow and rain. I would have loved to hear a ranger speak about how they help hikers cross the pass when conditions are severe.

				On the way down, I was in a copse of trees and took a wrong turn. The trail ended at a stream with no footprints on the other side. Instead of (wisely) turning around, I decided to bushwhack using my watch to get back on-path. Bushwhacking was a good description because I was constant-ly whacked by bushes as I climbed a wooded bank. My watch said I was getting close, but I began to lack faith. I eventually yelled “Halloo” to make sure I was going the right direction and others confirmed I was on the right track and waited until they were sure I was back safely. Everyone on the trek regardless of age, gender, nationality, … was supportive of everyone else. This has almost always been my experience when hiking and in life. I believe people really do want each other to succeed.

				Times we had to scramble, jump down, go up and down ladders, traverse short wooden bridges, and maneuver across huge suspension bridges about 35 meters above waterfalls and streams. I had the feeling I was journeying through the Robinson Crusoe Treehouse in Disneyland before re-alizing I had it backwards. This was the REAL treehouse. Scrambling is always fun, but jumping down was always worrisome because it put so much 
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				stress on my knees. I seldom complained about the big steps up because I figured it was great glute firming for Ironman Mont-Tremblant. I’m not sure Ron (my PT) would agree; I’d have to ask. Up and down ladders reminded me of Havasupai even though they were short instead of the long, daunt-ing ladders in the Grand Canyon. A major difference was Patagonia’s version was made of wood with questionable strength. With my weight, I wasn’t always confident that one creaky board wouldn’t fail the second I put weight on it. Havasupai was on Native land and still had to ensure safety first because of American litigiousness. I didn’t worry the Grand Canyon metal bars would hold. I wasn’t completely sure about the ladders in Patagonia.

				Crossing mud was fine as long as I leaped from rock to branch or downed tree limb, but there was always the concern I would miss and end up in wet, filthy boots for the rest of the trip. Unbelievably, I never slipped. Bravo! Crossing streams was similarly daunting. And, we would also often “walk on water,” over the path of a stream not high enough to get over the bottom inch of our boots. I became pretty confident on these passages because my boots proved their height time and again. Short wooden bridges were just that, short. Yes, they could have broken, but I guessed I could be quick enough to jump forward before one fully cracked. There were many bridges with cracked boards so my concern was not unwarranted. Now, those sus-pension bridges… they were pretty awesome! The spanned entire valleys intersected with large waterfalls and sometimes roaring rivers. There was al-

			

		

		
			
				Suspension bridges

			

		

		
			
				Sharing photos via AirDrop

			

		

		
			
				Glacier debris about a half mile from the base

			

		

		
			
				Where the glacier met the water

			

		

		
			
				I just missed the calving
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				ways a short distance between the wooden slats and there were strong metal cables for our hands. We later learned that those bridges are the one reason they will close the trail; they’re too dangerous to cross in very high winds. The views were awe-inspiring, but I took few pictures from them because I was afraid I’d drop my phone. It would pulverize on impact if it fell and be lost forever in the torrential waters. The suspension bridges were mostly fun for me while absolutely terrifying for others. Part of the fun was the fear itself.

				We went through the Campo Pass Ranger Station (suitably situated because of the dangers of the Pass) where they had mandatory check-in, presumably to ensure everyone was over John Garner Pass before dark. There was a bathroom, faucets for water refills, and an area for hikers to safely cook using their camp stoves out of the wind. 

				One older couple (maybe in their sixties) didn’t quite make it to the Pass before the woman fell. Her fall happened in a rather interesting place. I remembered passing the area because it had a sign reading: “Cuidad” (caution). The others around the area and I laughed, joking that rangers had put the sign in that specific place not knowing the rest of the trail required caution. Apparently, that specific sign was warrant-ed; it was worse than the 50 mph winds we’d experienced in snow and rocks. She cut her head above an eyebrow and had to be bandaged by one of the rangers. They made it into Campo Pass, but were moving terribly slowly. Her twenty-something son rushed all the way to Grey Camp to drop his pack and get some provisions. He then rushed all the way back to help. It was an 8-mile trek on steep, harsh terrain. Such a rockstar! He supported their remaining trek to camp, carrying their packs and nursing them along the way. They arrived together at Grey Camp around 9 PM. It was a Christmas miracle!

			

		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				Shawna’s huemal

			

		

		
			
				The sharp peaks always impressed me

			

		

		
			
				Wall map at Campo Pass Ranger Station
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				Almost everyone passed me at least once. They would usually stop to eat, refill water bottles, or rest. I only stopped to go potty, change clothes (oh, the constant having to take on and off jackets!), or retrieve items from my pack (like food). I only took off my pack when absolutely necessary. When there was something needing to go into the pack, I would just shove it down my shirt until I had to take the pack off for some other purpose. Mighty attractive. 

				The trip was not a great animal sighting opportunity. I saw some birds—that was it. Shawna, though, had an amazing encounter with a huemul, an Andean deer that serves as Chile’s national animal. It was bigger than the typical US deer and had several distinguishing features. It’s horns were long and straight, albeit thick, it was very heavy even modeling rolls of fat along its midsection, and it had a gigantic rump. It must be my spirit animal! In addition to the incredibleness of just seeing one, Shawna’s encounter was something to behold and she recorded video to prove it. She and the hue-mul approached the trail from opposite directions at the exact same time. They each moved to a different side and the huemul started walking toward Shawna. When he was parallel to her, she noticed his horn was so close it might hit her backpack so she shifted slightly. The move spooked him and he booked it on the trail behind her. Her pictures and video were a pretty awesome souvenir. So was the lack of a scar from a goring incident. 

				I finally sauntered into camp around 7:15 PM. It took a long time to check in because of the language barrier. Instead of just saying I wanted to check in as “Hristy Keeler,” I said my friend, Shawna Glasser checked in before me and already had our tent space and food tickets. That was far too much information spoken in far too poor Spanish. When I noticed my name on a board on the wall next to the number 26 and showed the host, he smiled and I was immediately on my way to the tent.

				Grey Camp is where the “O” and “W” Circuits converge. Those hiking the “W” can hike either east-to-west or west-to-east. Some do not stay in Grey, instead departing from or arriving in Paine Grande. This is a shame for those who visit Torres del Paine only once. The glacier is a true highlight, even if only from the water’s edge rather than from above like those doing the complete “O” get to experience. 

				All this is to say… there were lots of tents and people in Grey Camp and it took me awhile to “Caw-caw” my way to Shawna. After four days on the “O” with only 100 of us, the added people shocked my senses. It was also sad because those of us on the “O” had all experienced the same things so had a quick connection on the trail. On the “W,” I didn’t know who had done which trail and, given my absent mem-ory, it was embarrassing when I didn’t know if I was talking with someone I’d been walking with all week or someone I’d never seen before.
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				My name on everything—Hristy
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				Modus operandi, Shawna took care of everything at camp. She procured our dinner seats while I had an absolutely necessary shower. We ate with a Chilean man who told us about his ice hike, the one we considered taking before we left for Chile. His pictures were great and it would have been a love-ly excursion, but would have taken a lot of time. We wouldn’t have been able to leave Grey Camp until mid-afternoon, not allowing much time to reach or enjoy Paine Grande. Shawna and I had each walked on glaciers in Alaska so didn’t feel as compelled to take the time and spend the money to do it on Grey. I wanted to walk on a glacier again, but that experience could wait for another time. Instead, Shawna and I drank our free Pisco sour “Welcome Drinks” while eating dinner.

				Due to utter exhaustion, I didn’t have the energy to write in my journal so spent about ten minutes writing down as many notes as I could from the day, nodding off as I did so. I planned to fill in the blanks and flesh out sentences as time permitted in following days. It took five days of piecemeal writing to finally finish it. Shawna did the favor of writing the nightly update for the crew so we could still send it out via the inReach. It was late, I was tired, and I had seven miles to walk the next day.
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				Pisco sours (our free daily arrival drink) during dinner at Grey Camp
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				#HikingTheO

				Grey to Paine Grande

				Heart Attack 

				Shawna scheduled us for the early breakfast (7 AM) even though we were leaving later in the morning. The day’s hike was shorter and easier. We slept until 6:30 AM with plans to get ready to go after breakfast and then spend leisure time (read: time to frantically catch up on all the journaling I couldn’t do the day before) until we finally got around to leaving for Paine Grande. Despite my plans to have breakfast in my PJs (con-sisting of leggings and a black shirt instead of hiking pants and a white shirt—quite the difference, I knew). I had plenty of time to put on “real” clothes (basically, the ones that smelled like I’d been wearing them hiking for the last four days) and pack most of my gear. Breakfast was the same as always with nice dis-cussion around the family-style, bench-seated table. Afterward, I watched the sun rise through the window while journaling. Life was amazing!

				While writing, the man from the couple/son combo that arrived after 9 PM the night before started hold-ing his chest and shrinking into the couch on which he sat. Another woman (the one with her husband and 11-year-old son), said they were trying to find aspirin. She said it wasn’t imperative at that moment, but I still rushed to my tent, packed quickly, and hurried back to take the pill bag from my emergency pharmacy supply. I am always so glad to have my “special” ER kit; no one else had aspirin. On the way back with the pills, I heard someone say they had an AED and three doctors were surrounding him. Somebody had asked if there was a doctor in the house and three physicians who were eating breakfast together came right over. 

			

		

		
			
				Distance: 7.2 miles

				Ascent: +1,797’/-1,916’

				Hours Hiked: 6:21

			

		

		
			
				Outside the window during breakfast

			

		

		
			
				Our tent section in Grey—check out that backdrop!

			

		

		
			
				Opposite Page: 

				Between Frances and Torres Central
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				Unfortunately, none were cardiologists, but they knew enough to diagnose him with arrhythmia and stabilize him be-fore I arrived with the aspirin. A few minutes later, a ranger arrived. One of the doctors asked if anyone had any beta blockers; no one did. They gave him some aspirin and I told his wife to keep the rest in case he needed them. The plan was to get the family of three on the daily ferry and drop them at either a helipad or waiting ambulance.

				While this was happening, I spent about 45 minutes talking with the woman who saw the deer just before Shawna’s sighting the day before. She told me about Rainbow Mountain and the Salkantay Trail in Peru and some great places in Guatemala for a future adventure trip. Shawna stopped by and said it was time to leave so I went to brush my teeth in the “secret” bathroom (Shawna didn’t know it existed). She couldn’t find me so assumed I’d left her so started walking. Then, I couldn’t find her. I looked everywhere and asked everyone about her, then figured she must have left so I started out at 10 AM. That’s when I realized my umbrella was missing so I turned around and took 45 min-utes looking for it unsuccessfully before actually continuing on the trail.

				There were ups and downs in the terrain, but they were nothing like the previous day so seemed easy in comparison. Also, the day’s mileage was so much shorter that there was no rush. I took advantage of the stage to spend a leisurely day going at a very slow pace. Plus, I stopped at every picture point I found.

				The weather was absolutely beautiful. Within about a mile, I’d stripped to just my hiking pants and short-sleeved shirt. The warm sun felt so good after the cold and clouds of the previous days. When I stopped to remove my rain pants and long-sleeved shirt, I accidentally dropped the shirt on what resembled a large burr. When I pulled the main burr off, it left pieces stuck all over the shirt. Knowing this was my only long-sleeved daytime shirt, I was quite worried. How would I get all the spikes out of the material? I eventually learned that the spikes were a consistency closer to dande-lions than cacti. After about ten minutes, I’d finally removed what seemed like all of them. In the meantime, my water bladder leaked on my lunch sandwich. Man! First-world problems weren’t going to ruin my day. I put on my pack, a smile, and “A Spark of Life” by Jodi Picoult and kept walking.

				A major change was the crazy increase in the number of hikers because of the “W” and “O” convergence. Also, since “W” trekkers could travel 

			

		

		
			
				Scat we couldn’t identify

			

		

		
			
				The burrs

			

		

		
			
				Saying farewell to the glacier
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				westbound or eastbound, I was passing people going the op-posite direction. Those of us who’d been doing the full circuit found ourselves feeling a bit elitist. “They didn’t cross John Garner Pass yesterday!” “They’re not even filthy!” “They’re complaining about this little hill!” We noticed, too, that our faces were significantly more wind-burnt than theirs.

				Approaching a “mirador” (“viewpoint” in English), the first viewpoint of Grey Glacier for eastbound “W” walkers, I saw a group of about thirty people sitting. They looked like a school group, but were all adults. It was so strange to see so many peo-ple sitting together since we’d barely seen 98 people in days. The wind became fierce so I reclothed myself in my rain jacket. Of course, my first thought was: “Those newbies think this wind is bad?!!?” Nonetheless, I had one of those women take a video of me flying in my yellow kite.

				The scenery changed a lot in terms of the trees, but we most-ly just walked along Lago (“Lake”) Grey and some other lakes while moving between forested and rocky areas. I just kept a slow pace and listened to my book without a care in the world. At 1.25 speed, I almost even finished the 13 hour audiobook.

				When I arrived at camp, the line to check in was long and I remembered how tough it was to check in the night before so I decided to take matters into my own hands. I walked into the area with pre-set tents and yelled: “Caw-Caw!” [That’s the call Shawna created when she was sherpa’ing for Sarah at Ironman Florida. It became a routine group call thereafter.] Hearing the call, Shawna started laughing enabling me to quickly find our tent from about 50 tents in the area.

				I unpacked and washed some clothes. I also showered, once again not washing my hair because it was too cold to face an evening of wet hair. When I returned to the tent, I suggested Shawna not go outside because she would find our tent had 
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				Notice the trees all bend away from the wind?

			

		

		
			
				Flying away with Grey Glacier 

				behind me

			

		

		
			
				First glimpse of Paine Grande Camp

			

		

		
			
				The valley we experienced midway through day

			

		

		
			
				The trail to Paine Grande
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				turned into a clothesline. She assured me I shouldn’t worry; she’d been drying her bra on our tent in the morning without warning me. Those silly, giggling girls!

				I took my iPad and wrote in my journal for the 20 minutes it took for me to check in to the campsite. Because Shawna checked us in earlier, they only needed to scan my passport. This waiting because of the increased hikers was getting annoying. “They aren’t real hikers; they just did the teeny circuit!”

				I met Shawna… late… for dinner. It was served buffet style in a room mirroring old college dining commons. There were huge wooden tables with wobbly benches. It didn’t matter—it was warm, they let us stay as long as we wanted, and the drinks and desserts kept flowing. We both stuffed ourselves nearly to the point of nausea. Shawna left before me and I moved to the bar were I spent about an hour writing in my journal.

				Back in the tent, journalling continued in my sleeping bag, sitting in my trekker chair. I had a lot of catching up to do.

			

		

		
			
				Look at that dinner view!

			

		

		
			
				Drying clothes on the tent

			

		

		
			
				The upstairs bar at Paine Grande

			

		

		
			
				Sunset over Paine Grande
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				#HikingTheO

				Paine Grande to Frances

				“Premium Camping” Treehouse

				The middle of the night was an event in itself. I awoke at 11:30 PM needing to go to the bathroom. My se-cret plan was to covertly squat by the tent, but there was a really bright light shining from the main building that illuminated the area around our tent. Plus, some of the young’ins were still up gabbing. It’s fun to see all the twenty-somethings having fun and finding love on the trail, but they stay up late while us old people go to bed early. Darn it; I couldn’t pee by the tent. It was very cold outside and I couldn’t really trek to the bathroom in my underwear so the first step was putting on my yellow rain suit. Crinkle… crinkle. Next, I made the hike to the bathroom (about 0.1 miles, but it seemed to take forever), potty’d, and returned the entire distance. I removed my rain suit (crinkle… crinkle) and was back in bed about 10 minutes later. The second time, I was happy to see the light off so did the deed next to the tent and was back in bed in no time at all. I learned when I started moving around in the morning that all the electricity for the entire camp was off. Interesting. This meant that the bathroom lights didn’t work during my 5:15 AM primping, the bathrooms in the main building were closed, and my USB charger only had enough time to charge to three instead of four dots. First world problems. I sucked it up, finished packing, and was on the trail at 6:11 AM just minutes behind two girls. Otherwise, I was alone in the dark. I walked a half mile when I hit the first incline. Something was missing… my poles! Knowing how important they were in Patagonia because of mud, water crossings, and extreme climbs and descents, leaving them behind (like I had on the Camino) simply wasn’t an option. I traveled backwards a half mile; therefore, adding a mile to my daily hike (high already at 14 miles).

			

		

		
			
				Distance: 15 miles

				Ascent: +5,052/-4,809’

				Hours Hiked: 13:09
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				The pro side of the problem (other than being able to use my poles for the next three days) was that I arrived back at camp at the official breakfast time. Shawna had just finished eating, but vouched for me in line and then stayed while I packed breakfast in my pockets and downed some coffee. My 6:11 departure became a 7 AM departure, but Shawna and I could walk together. Thanks to the caffeination, I talked non-stop while she listened (or pretended to). I also learned a lot about her mom and the UPS business. This reminded us that we needed to take pictures of the water bottle I was carrying. It was from her mother’s store and we wanted to include it in some neat pictures from Torres del Paine.

				I’m sure my speed of 45-75 minutes per mile grated on her, but (as always) she didn’t say a word. I made many potty and picture stops and chatted with people on the trail. Simultaneously, everyone was passing us. I was used to this, but I think it unnerved her to always have to look back and then pull to the side so others could pass. Eventually, I encouraged her to move ahead and she did. This really made me feel better because I always felt guilty when she went slow for me. I was glad she’d be able to arrive in camp much earlier than me so would have time to relax (a pleasure I was never able to enjoy).

				I reached Camp Italiano, the location of the turn-off for those wanting to summit Brittanica. There was a place where hikers could leave their backpacks. I needed to keep mine with me because it had my water, food, warm clothes, and emergency supplies so instead used a trash compactor bag from my Brian Head cabin to store the gear I wouldn’t need. The area was stuffed with backpacks of those who were already on the Brittani-ca path.

				I started the almost four mile, ~4,000’ climb. It was a forested area protected from the wind and cold. At one point, we walked up a steep incline with a stream running down through it. We had to jump from rock to rock. This took us to an exposed clearing where we saw individuals and groups sitting together to watch gla-cial calving. We could see about six glaciers from our view point. We’d hear the boom (like a bomb) and then find snow cascading down walls. Unfortunately, I wasn’t able to see any direct glacial breaks when they happened. I continued uphill, frenetically taking pictures and video along the way. The sedimentary and granite monoliths just kept getting better and better, especially with the oranges and reds of fall.
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				Shawna’s mom’s business bottle
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				Scenes from the day
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				I kept walking quietly, trudging forward through mostly forest and some meadows. The higher we walked, the more water we saw. There was one raging river that was met by another and waterfalls spilled into it. I saw Shawna about a mile from the top. She’d been having a rough time with her pants so was in a bit of a hurry to get to camp. She assured me she would schedule us for a late dinner (8 PM) as I told her my goal was to make it by 7:30 PM. It was always nice to know she would arrive and take care of all the check-in and ticket details so I wouldn’t have to stand in line on my feet for a long time right when I arrived. I also passed Sarah and several other new buddies from the trail. They told me that there would be some undulating hills and then a very steep, but short climb to the top; all of them told me it was worth it.

				And, it was! As I sat at the top, I was enveloped in a horseshoe of Andean peaks, many adorned with glaciers. I kept thinking how lucky it is for a person to see one glacier in a lifetime. I could count six simply from where I was standing. I sat on a rock for about fifteen minutes at the top, eating a quinoa bar and taking pictures of others and the scenery. I also took a little video. I surely took tens of pictures of the same scenes; they were just stunning!

				It was 3 PM when I’d arrived and I had a long way to go to get to Campo Frances. Downhill had to be slow because my knees had been tender, but it had to be non-stop. With one exception, I only stopped to change clothes, have a “green stop,” and let others pass me going up or down. My one major stop was for water at that big rushing river. One of my goals for Patagonia was to drink water straight from its source. This is one of the few areas in the world where the water is so clean and pure that no purification is necessary. Sure enough, cold, sparklingly clean water filled my bottle, pack bladder, and body. 
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				Scenes from the top of Brittanica

			

		

	
		
			
				 • 59 •

			

		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				Strangely, there were people still heading up the hill during my descent. That wasn’t safe. The wind speed increased as I walked. It was fierce by the time I reached the completely exposed area where others sat for lunch and snacks while admiring the glaciers. It was bad; almost John Garner pass bad, and I was scared. I saw two twenty-something men behind me and asked them to stay with me for awhile because I’d almost fallen at least once. They were so sweet and walked my tortoise speed until I felt we were safely in the trees. A bit later, an English woman walked with me for awhile. She had bad knees (a curse in Torres del Paine) and was also worried about falling off a cliff because of wind. When we both knew we would be in trees for the rest of the route, she pushed ahead. I reached Campo Italiano and refilled my pack with the items I’d removed. I had just over one easy mile to Campo Frances, our home for the night. 

				It was about 7:30 PM and the line to check-in looked like it would take at least fifteen minutes. I was exhausted and standing there was the last thing I wanted to do. Not doing so, though, meant that I had no idea where to find our tent. I knew/hoped Shawna would be at dinner at 8 PM so decided to just get a quick (freezing!) shower and head to the dining room. I left my pack in the bathroom because the hills in camp were obnoxious. I later learned that it was a half mile from our tent to the dining room and over a quarter mile to the bathroom from our tent. That wasn’t happening in the middle of the night.

				Blessedly, Shawna was at dinner and would later guide me to our quarters for the night. During dinner, we talked with a Dutch group. They had one woman who was really struggling. We also ate with another man whose daughter was also having a rough time. Both were on the “W”—it was clear those of us on the “O” knew more about what we were getting into before starting. Dinner was veggie broth, goulash with rice, mixed vegetables, and bread with dessert of tres leches flan cake.
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				Where I filled my water bladder

			

		

		
			
				I arrived at the bottom when 

				EVERYONE else was gone

			

		

		
			
				I arrived after everyone else; packs already left behind as they ascended

			

		

		
			
				Sitting for a portrait
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				Our tent surely earned its “Premium Camping” moniker when looking at the pictures in a brochure, but Shawna and I hadn’t wanted to pay for a premium camping site when we booked with Howlanders; it was all that was available. “Premium Camping” meant camping in something like a treehouse. To us, it was more like the type of tent people put on the tops of their cars. You know the ones… you have to climb a ladder to reach your bed and then climb back down in the middle of the night to pee. Not the best choice for me. It was bigger than our previous tents so we could bring our packs inside (read: we had to haul our packs up a ladder so we could access our stuff) and the floor was, conveniently, an entire mattress. Not conveniently, the tent was on a slight slant. We worried Shawna would end up spooning me in the night. Truthfully, getting back into the tent after my midnight potty stop was a bit tough as Shawna had slipped to the middle. We laughed about it saying she should have attached a carabiner to her sleeping bag to restrain herself. Also, the beauty of staying in a treehouse was lost on me because I arrived after dark and left before sunrise. I never saw the treetops from my window because they were hidden by the black of night. We laughed a lot about our “premium camping” experience, but I really did like it in a lot of ways and would have enjoyed it on a different occasion (except for nighttime bathroom breaks).
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				Dinner in Camp Frances including main dish with “barf-like” plate design
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				#HikingTheO

				Frances to Torres Central

				Falls and Tears

				Except for brutal winds through the night, sleeping was quite comfortable. It was warm in our little tree-house and the floor was comfortable. And, being in the woods, I didn’t have to suffer through the cold trek to the baño at night; there was plenty of foliage for camouflage. My alarm woke me at 6 AM. We packed and took our backpacks to the bathroom where we stored them while eating breakfast. Walking them down and back up the additional 0.3 miles to the dining room seemed pointless. We didn’t need the extra steps on a FitBit anyway.

				Breakfast was warm and served in the same dining room as the previous night. It was cute, but there was one sad feature. The view would have been unbelievable as the sun rose, but the window was corrugated so we couldn’t see out. What a shame! It reminded me of the stained glass in the Pepperdine Chapel… the true beauty was lost when it was well within reach. Conversation was great with some of our regulars. A new Chilean man helped me when I asked the meaning of “Torres del Paine.” I knew Los Torres was “The Towers,” but had no idea what Paine meant. He said that it was probably just a place-name because it was used frequently throughout the area. Then, I remembered reading about the geology of the area. A poster had spoken of “paine” and I wondered if “paine” was a specific type of rock. If so, the park would be named something like “The Granite Towers”—that sounded good to me so I went with it. That night at dinner, I learned “paine” is “blue” in the Chilean indigenous language. The things you learn…

				After breakfast, the host allowed me to stay in the dining room for awhile to work on my journal; I had so 

			

		

		
			
				Distance: 10.8 miles

				Ascent: Unknown (perhaps ~2,500’)

				Hours Hiked: 8:51

			

		

		
			
				Our treehouse

			

		

		
			
				Sunrise adorned with a rainbow
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				much catching up to do since I’d fallen asleep over the keyboard the night before and was still behind from my last 13+ hour day. When I had to go to the bathroom, I walked that direction and finished journaling while sitting on the bathroom floor, a relatively comfortable and warm space. It was 9 AM and I was ready to hit the road with one quick stop at the camping reception desk (I hadn‘t been able to officially check-in the night before because they were closed by the time I was able to get there after dinner). I’d already walked three-quarters of as mile and climbed about 300’. No one was there so I decided not to worry about it. I hoped they wouldn’t still be looking for me in December. On the way out, I saw our tent. It was just off the trail; we could have walked there using a much more direct and defi-nitely shorter path. 

				We had undulating hills again, but mostly we traveled downhill. My Garmin didn’t record elevation correctly so I wasn’t sure how much we ascended and descended, but it was definitely more than the 600’ predicted on one of my maps and definitely less than the 5,000’+ recorded on my watch. I guessed it to be about 2,500’. The trail really was not tough, especially in our direction. We passed a lot of hikers heading west who looked awful. I think they were mostly inexperienced hikers who had hiked Los Torres the day before and were far out of their league on this trail. Neither the “O” nor “W” Circuits are easy by any stretch of the imagination.

				The biggest challenge of the day was wind. During the first worst part, I saw a young girl (a German girl in her gap year) on the ground in tears. She told passersby that she was okay, but I stopped and spent 10-15 minutes with her. She’d scraped her hand, elbow, and knee bad enough that they needed attention, but not to the point of needing real medical help. I pulled out my trusty ER kit and worked with her to sanitize and cover all the cuts. She didn’t have poles (perhaps the reason she fell) so I also gave her my gloves so if she fell again, she’d have the hand wound com-pletely covered. She returned them at camp that night. 

				We were all told we’d need poles and most people had them. I’m sure those without them regretted it because the extra stability was absolutely necessary in the winds, helpful when crossing springs and mud, a godsend when it meant your arms would help with ascents, and great for caring for knees on the steep downhills. We’d all perfected what I lovingly named the “Patagonia Crouch” (I chose the name because of the similar “Bemidji Walk” phenomenon). As soon as we heard or felt a gust, we separated our feet, crouched down, planted our poles, and braced for impact. The second the wind stopped, we continued on the trail as if nothing happened.

				After nursing the German girl back to health, she, the English woman (Jane) who walked with me in the wind the day before, and I stuck together for a bit. Just after we separated, we came to yet another exposed section. I fell (just a little fall), got up, and walked 100 meters to find Jane around a corner face-down and not moving. She was sprawled with her head facing downhill, laying on rocks and near 
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				My German and English friends
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				several very large boulders. I asked if she’d hit her head. She responded: “No.” I asked her if there was anything she needed me to do. She said: “No.” So, I told her I would sit with her until she was okay. She had separated herself from her pack before I’d ar-rived, but hadn’t moved otherwise. She waited another minute before slowly rolling to her side. It was another few moments before she was able to stand. She said she was okay so I walked around her and continued forward (I knew she’d catch me since she, like everyone, was faster than me). We came to a swinging bridge at the same time and took pictures of each other while crossing. Just before I exited the bridge, there was a huge gust of wind so I did my Patagonia Crouch right there on the bridge. That was one of the times the fear-excitement of suspension bridges reared its head. We also walked by a small river and refilled our water. Eventual-ly, she passed me and we weren’t to meet again.

				The “O” Circuit normally includes climbing Los Torres via Campo Chileno, but our itinerary had us bypassing the climb, spending the night in the Torres Central Sector, and then hiking “The Towers” the next day. My watch’s navigation system didn’t like this so I got lost a few times without my map. Fortunately, I remembered I had the FarOut app on my phone so ultimately made it to camp. 

			

		

		
			
				The required PDI form Shawna couldn’t wait to throw away

			

		

		
			
				Los Torres Hotel (where we wouldn’t be staying)

			

		

		
			
				Approaching Los Torres Camp

			

		

		
			
				Dinner time with pisco sours

			

		

		
			
				How we learned how small 

				Grey Glacier really was

			

		

		
			
				A creative way for employees to get tips
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				I picked up the pace once I saw the Torres Hotel and hiked under 30-minute miles (fast for me on this trek). It had rained much of the afternoon, but was worsening to the point that my pants were getting wet since I wasn’t wearing my full rain gear. I broke down and added my rain pants and thanked God that this was the first time I’d needed them for rain during the trip; it simply hadn’t rained that hard. [I had used the rain pants a lot for warmth.] We’d been so lucky.

				I checked into Campo Los Torres and was escorted to the tent where I met Shawna. I unpacked and then repacked a “leave-behind” bag for the morn-ing—items I would leave at camp that weren’t necessary for a day hike. I worked on my journal a bit in the dining room before Shawna arrived and we had a fun dinner with some of our new American friends. They’d not hiked during the day, instead indulging in massages and a park tour. They didn’t see the puma on their tour, but did see a guanaco (llama-like animal) with blood running down its leg. Apparently, they’d just missed the puma trying to take her down while her buddies helped fight the puma off. I still hadn’t seen any wildlife and was glad that Shawna was able to have her deer experience. I hoped I might see a condor before the end of the next day.

				The plan was to go to sleep at 8 PM for a 4 AM wake-up call. It didn’t happen. I finally laid down around 9:30 PM.
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				Approaching Los Torres Camp
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				#HikingTheO

				Torres Central to Puerto Natales

				We Did It!

				My alarm went off at 4:15 AM, but I was already almost ready to go. I’d slept okay except for one cold potty break adorned with a gorgeous starry night sky and a night chill requiring I pull out my extra 70° sleeping bag. When I was ready to leave in the morning, I woke Shawna because she wanted to join me for breakfast. We’d not been confident in the way the dining room was handling our breakfast and lunch plans. The dining rooms always considered us a single unit instead of two distinct entities so Shawna was joining me so they wouldn’t refuse her food if I wasn’t there. 

				Breakfast was surprisingly well organized. This was the first time we’d found a note with my name on it—“Hristy Keeler”— and a table set with our breakfast dishes. Our chairs held our lunch bags. There were two others in the large dining room and both were coincidentally sitting right next to us. We chatted a bit as the four of us ate. I had coffee and some yogurt with bran, but took two butter and jelly sand-wiches and two boiled eggs for the road. I also gave Shawna several of the dried fruit snacks from my lunch bag. Every morning was like Halloween for her as I weeded out the “candy” I didn’t like in my bag. This would be ample for me for the entire day; dinner was not included and I guessed I wouldn’t be back to the area until it was almost time to leave anyway.

				Shawna returned to bed. I donned all my layers of clothing and started heading toward the trail at 5:11 AM. I was so proud of myself for the early start—that should have been an omen. I walked on the road (instead of the trail) to Los Torres Hotel five minutes away. I thought the trail was behind it, but the front 

			

		

		
			
				Distance: 14.5 miles

				Ascent: +4,245’/-4,130’

				Hours Hiked: 12:27

			

		

		
			
				The bread was quite abundant in Los Torres where nearly everyone visited

			

		

		
			
				Still “Hristy” at our 4 AM breakfast
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				desk staff told me to go out the front door and turn right. I did, but was sure I was supposed to go behind the hotel, so turned again. Eventually, I decided to consult my maps and realized I was off track and going the wrong direction. Arghh, I turned around.

				I eventually found the trail and started walking. When there was a fork separating the large path from a smaller one, I thought I was supposed to take the one going uphill. Remember, I was out there in pitch black with no other hikers stupid enough to start at 5 AM (except for those who left at 2:30 AM so they could watch the sunrise). I hiked and hiked and noticed that I was’t quite on the trail, but was walking parallel to it. I kept trying to get back on the trail, but would never reach it because of a chasm resulting from a river far below. Chalk it up to exhaus-tion; I never made the connection that I was on the wrong side of a canyon that I wouldn’t be able to cross because of the river. I just kept hiking, proud of my progress. I stopped to poop (the first time I’d used my trowel the entire trip) and was surprised to find there were still no headlamps shining near me. Surely someone should have passed me; I’d been walking for about an hour-and-a-half. The headlamps were just a bit to my left so I walked that way and came to a cliff. Surely there was a place to cross the river and join them? I decided to switch from my Garmin map to my FarOut map and maximize it to its largest size. Sure enough, there were several trails in my area, all of which stopped at some point. I was doing what others had done—followed these well-trodden paths only to find they went nowhere. I had to turn around. At least I’d buried my poop far from the real trail!

				Between the hotel and wrong path mistakes, my daily mileage was almost two miles more than it should have been. Plus, I’d climbed an extra 300’. I convinced myself this just provided more exercise for Ironman Mont-Tremblant. So as to not berate myself, I rocked out by listening to music as I walked. It was about 7 AM when I was finally where I needed to be; unbeknownst to both of us, Shawna was ahead of me.

				Shawna and I had been taking pictures of her mother’s UPS water bottle for days. It wasn’t until this day, though, that I realized the bottle of hand sanitizer I’d been using all week was from Peak Financial Solutions, Mike’s company. I only had one day to get a decent picture with it. I tried all day, but didn’t have much luck. So disappointing. The first picture was with a nice sunrise, but not as grand as those we’d seen earlier on our trip. The sun was behind me, silhou-etting hills, not on a mountain that would mimic the mountain on the bottle. As beautiful as the sunrise was, it lacked the explosion of pinks and oranges we’d seen on previous days. 

			

		

		
			
				Inside Los Torres Hotel
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				Campo Chileno was the first inhabited space we passed, yet still dead in the morning. It had neat wooden picnic tables with maps of the “O” and “W.” In the afternoon, the camp would run a booming business with hikers celebrating their days’ accomplishments. 

				As I left Campo Chileno walking at my typical snail’s pace, I started leapfrogging a Spanish-speaking girl who looked to be determined, but not in great shape. We spent the rest of the day together with her surging ahead and stopping to rest, me passing her, then repeating. We arrived at the top about the same time and punched our fists in the air. I kept telling her how strong we were; I think she appreciat-ed the encouragement. We also reached the bottom about the same time.

				The trail moved mostly at a gradual uphill, but there were some long downhill stretches. I always hated going down when I was supposed to be walking up; it meant I’d later have to climb when I should be go-ing down. It’s all psychological… and all real. The last mile to the top was much steeper and required we walk through flowing water. Nothing we weren’t used to by this point. There was also a bit of scrambling for shorties like me.

				Shawna had been surprised because she’d been asking people on their way down if they’d seen me and none had. People told me she’d been inquiring so I asked people that passed me (ones we knew from the “O”) to tell her I was behind her. I didn’t want her to rush when she wouldn’t catch me before reach-ing the top. I passed her about twenty minutes from the top and she said she wouldn’t re-summit so we could get our picture together at The Towers [lazy ass!]. We instead had one of our fellow “O” trekkers take our picture with Los Torres faintly in the background. 

				Shawna sweetly put a note in my pack pocket for me to read at the top. She seemed to be in seventh heaven and later told me she was. She had loved the day and was bouncing around the rocks simply enjoying life. How lucky am I to have her for a friend! Before we parted, I told her not to worry about me back at camp. I wouldn’t need food since I’d brought so much from breakfast and if I didn’t make it back to meet the shuttle on time, I would find my own way back. We also each had our inReach devices so could communicate if needed. She continued down; I continued up.
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				Peak Financial Solutions hand sanitizer makes its famous debut

			

		

		
			
				Main dining room at Campo Chileano

			

		

		
			
				Picnic tabletop in Campo Chileano
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				Just before reaching The Towers, the path turned to boul-ders. We all maneuvered through them to finally reach the pièce de résistance—Los Torres. I’d seen so many pictures of the granite-reflected rocks in the sapphire-blue lake that I suppose I wasn’t as impressed as I could have been. This was especially true since I hadn’t known they were the highlight of the park until I learned Fitz Roy wasn’t in Chile.Plus, most of the pictures I’d seen were from a view hikers were not permitted to access. 

				There are four towers, but we could only see three-and-a-half. Here, I complain; there, I stood in reverence. There were a lot of people at the top and phone cameras snapped constantly. In addition to being the model of my own photo shoot, I took pictures of many others, the UPS bottle, and PFS hand sanitizer. I took out the note Shawna gave me and joyfully read it: “Hristy, You are strong. You are capa-ble. You are enough. You are wise. You are adventurous. You are wild. You are fun. You are… (keep it going). Enjoy the journey.” I laughed when turning over the paper. She’d doodled a picture of me from the second day of the trip. I was wearing my full, obnoxious, bulbous, rubber-ducky-col-ored rain suit with my umbrella attached to my pack and my poles pointing out from my nose like a crazy duckbill. What a perfect gift. I felt blessed while I sat and snacked. I didn’t spend much time at the top; it was chilly and I wanted to be sure I’d be able to meet our shuttle by 7:20 PM.

				As I started down, I couldn’t believe the number of people walking up. I guessed that most people came to the park just to hike Los Torres as a one-day adventure. Witnessing the line of people made me think of the National Geographic photo of all the climbers waiting in line to summit Mount Everest. Okay… it was nothing like that… but it was still a parade of people hiking up as I walked down. There were 
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				so many, in fact, that I was constantly having to give the uphill hikers their right-of-way. I congratulated everyone I saw that I knew had done the “W” or “O” and even those who I felt should be proud they’d just climbed the massive Los Torres Trail.

				It took 7.5 hours to ascend the trail and only five to descend. I potty’ed on my way down and then needed to refill my pack bladder. I realized that the only water stream was the one we’d all been walking in and the one near which I’d potty’ed so waited a long time for a side tributary. I definitely wanted at least one more crack at drinking directly from glacial feed. It was worth it. I wished I could take some water home to share with the family.

				I walked and walked, making decent time (under 45 minutes/mile). Two miles from the bot-tom, I decided to listen to books to take my mind from my starting-to-bruise feet. I decided to finish the Kristin Hannah book and continued to hate it—two measly stars from me on GoodReads. At least it was short. I also listened to “The Geeks Shall Inherit the Earth,” equally depressing in a different way. The author studies popularity, how one achieves it, and what they do to maintain it. The process is replete with shame, cruelty, insecurity, fear, and more. I looked forward to the part of the book where the geeks inherited the earth; I was nauseated by the popular kids (and adults) suffering internally while judging and intentionally hurting others. 

				Despite the negative vibe, I was very happy. I turned off the audiobook and smiled con-tagiously (like I do when competing in an Iron-man) as I finally reached the bottom. I’d just completed Patagonia’s “O” Circuit! Another checkbox on my bucket list… another great adventure. To commemorate the achievement, I wanted to buy a long-sleeved “O” tech shirt and a patch for my daypack so stopped at the hotel store. They didn’t have either so I con-tinued the remaining half-mile to the refugio 
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				where I thought I might find Shawna. She wasn’t there either so I walked back to the camping area. On the way, I chatted with a female tour guide and gave her my poles (including the one dented on John Garner Pass that would no longer telescope down) to give to a future client. Back at camp, I picked up the trash compactor bag in which I’d stored my extra gear for the day (what I didn’t need since Los Torres was a day hike). That was when I heard Shawna’s “Caw-caw” and we embraced in a congratulatory hug. She had arrived several hours be-fore me so was nice and clean. I wasn’t nice and clean so swiftly excused myself. I packed after showering, found the souvenir shop at the refugio closed (so no shirt and no patch), and met Shawna at the park’s Welcome Center. Shawna bought me a Fanta (definitely too sweet, no wonder I didn’t drink them at home). The Center also didn’t sell shirts and patches.

				We met the shuttle that took us to a cold bus stop where we waited about thirty minutes to board. The shuttle and bus were both on dirt roads so it was like experiencing a bottom massage and motion-sickness machine all at once. I was too nauseous to journal so sent my last inReach update to the crew and slept deeply until Shawna awoke me in Puerto Natales.

				We walked back to el Patagonico from the bus station, making several wrong turns because I was in charge of navigation. We were on some dark, quiet streets at 10 PM and worried about it being a bad part of town, especially when a pack of teenaged boys passed us and then turned around to head in our direction. Worried about being on “Cops: Puerto Natales,” I pulled out the 0.5” scissors from my Swiss 
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				It looked like Mr. Miyagi had been in Patagonia 

				trimming little trees

			

		

		
			
				Army knife and held them threateningly (if not ridiculously). We made it back to the hostel safely and checked in with the very-welcoming staff. They were busy cheering for the Argentinian soccer team and pulled us into the celebration as the team made a goal. We were eventually placed in room with a double bed and, exhausted, got in as quickly as possible. Mike called with a brief welcome-back-to-civilization message and I wrote notes in my journal. I knew I couldn’t stay awake long enough to complete the journal entry from the abundantly full day. It was 11:30.
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				Getting Home

			

		

		
			
				Opposite Page: 

				Between Frances and Torres Central
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				#GettingHome

				Puerto Natales

				Rest

				Sleeping in a warm bed was heavenly. I felt like a millionaire since I only had to step out of bed, place my feet in slippers, and walk indoors to a warm bathroom at night. It was nirvana. Despite my exhaus-tion, I was up around 6:30 AM. I took my iPad to the main sitting area of the hostel, worked on my journal, and caught up with my electronic life.

				Hunger hit about 12:30 PM so I talked Shawna into going with me to slaughterhouse. We’d heard that if you bought something to eat, you would receive free entry into their museum. We took a cab there and were greeted by a doorman who took us on one of their two funiculars from the entry to the build-ing below, the meat storage plant, and walked us to the restaurant. Shawna indulged in dessert while I did the healthy thing by having a salad and the unhealthy thing by adding fries. We both had delicious ginger lemonade.

				After eating, we had free access to the museum. The building was originally a meat curing and pack-ing facility in the mid-1900s.They could cool 180,000 carcasses at once then cure and can the meat and prep it for transport to England via the Strait of Magellan. They had an internal locomotive to help with the process. Children of the buildings’ ancestors decided to refurbish it into a luxury hotel called The Singular. It is truly a luxurious hotel with a unique juxtaposition of museum-quality slaughter his-tory. As you walk through the building, there are placards telling the history of the physical plant. No, there weren’t pictures of the actual slaughtering.

			

		

		
			
				Absolute slobs!

			

		

		
			
				Opposite Page: 

				Returning to Puerto Natales after visiting the slaughterhouse
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				We walked back to town through the wind and stopped at the Howlanders office first. The woman giving the briefing the previous week asked that we come back after complet-ing the “O” to tell her what may have been different than what she told us in our briefing. Another woman opened the door and said they were closed because they were engaged in another briefing. I thought it strange that the woman answering the door didn’t seem to want the feedback… just email it to us, she said.

				We checked many stores trying to find a patch announcing the com-pletion of the “O” Circuit, but none seemed to exist. Puerto Natales was losing out on a great revenue stream. There weren’t even any “W” patches. I also couldn’t find any Torres del Paine tech shirts; long-sleeved ones were out of the question. 

				Shawna and I had been wanting to eat dinner at Base Camp Piz-za ever since our Spanish friend in Santiago recommended it. We arrived there for dinner, but they only took Chilean pesos. I didn’t have any left. Shawna bought a pizza with her last pesos while I ran around town trying to find something else to eat. I’d wanted some-thing from Aveoli Bakery since we’d met the owner on our hike. They’d had this amazing looking granola with breakfast in Camp Dickson and I’d salivated until they let me try it. It was delicious and when they told me I was eating with the owner of the bakery, I was sold! Unfortunately, Alveoli was closed so I kept walking trying to figure out what my body was craving. I finally found it in a grocery store: salami, an orange, apple/peach juice, and a chocolate bar with almonds. I returned to the hostel with my loot and ate in the main room while working on my journal.
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				#GettingHome

				Puerto Natales to Home

				A Litany of Flights

				Sleeping in was luxury; I didn’t awaken until 9 AM. I packed a bit, showered, and packed more. Once everything was in its proper place, I left the room, stowed my suitcase and pack in the hall, and worked on my journal in the hostel’s main area while eating breakfast.

				Shawna and I walked to Aveoli Bakery to pick up lunch and I went a bit crazy. She still had pizza from Base Camp Pizza so didn’t need a main course. I bought a delicious pulled pork sandwich and two loaves of bread I thought Mike might like—cheese focaccia and onion focaccia. I also bought a super large bag of granola—what brought us to the bakery in the first place. It only came in really big packages and they only had one flavor, chocolate. I could definitely live with that and the label listed the ingredients so I could try replicating the recipe at home. Then, the pastries! They had chocolate croissants so we bought two, one for each of us. Sadly and for no known reason, those didn’t make it back to the hostel. We also bought three other filled croissants: passion fruit, lemon, and dulce de leche. I cut each of the pasties in half back at the hostel and we shoveled them into little Ziplocks so we could eat them throughout the day. I ate lunch while journaling, gabbing with Shawna, intruding on others’ conversations to provide unsolicited advice, and texting Mike.

				Holly from Ireland shared our cab to the airport. It was great partially because I got out of paying (she and Shawna still had Chilean pesos and didn’t think I should supplement with a few measley dollars) and mostly because I could pick her mind about one of my bucket list items: cycling around Ireland. She said Ireland’s become quite the destination for touring cyclists and the country has actively en-couraged cycling tourism by constructing greenways around the country. She also informed me that 
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				September (one of the two bumper months I was hoping would work) would be a great time in terms of weather and fewer European tourists. My mind started spinning… next September? Yes!

				It was windy outside making the water look like an ocean with breaking waves. I wanted to get out to see how it felt, but we were on the way to the airport so it wasn’t going to happen. When our cab driver was about to park, he said: “Don’t open the doors.” I heard this, wondering if it was some police edict, but I must not have processed his words well enough because as soon as we stopped, I opened the door. The wind nearly blew it off the car. Oh, that was why. I closed it before he rushed around and reopened it slowly for me. That made me, deservedly so, the butt of jokes for awhile. We waited in the airport for several hours. I journaled while eating my Alveoli pastries. The passion fruit and lemon were delicious, but I couldn’t finish the dulce de leche. The flavor is so popular throughout Latin America that I wanted to like it, but it just never happened. 

				Far too soon after takeoff for us to be in Santiago, Shawna and I were surprised when our pilot said we’d be landing soon. We were nervous because we didn’t know that we didn’t have a through flight. We were never able to figure out where we stopped; the pilot spoke only in Spanish. I slept through the entire first leg of the flight and weeded out pictures from the trip during the second half. We made it to Santiago.

				It took us about an hour to move from the domestic terminal through PDI (their TSA) to the international terminal. Shawna was ecstatic to finally be rid of the PDI form we were required to show everywhere we went in Chile (if we wanted to avoid paying 19% tax on everything).

				We went to the Priority Club where we had dinner, FaceTimed with Mike, and I was able to sleep about five hours. Shawna didn’t sleep much and was asked by the host to run my Priority Card a second time because we were there over four hours. After making our way to our next flight, I stopped at another Club for coffee. They had cream puffs!

				I slept again to Lima, but also watched two movies. Shawna didn’t have the gift of sleep so was the queen of movie-viewing. In Lima, we had to exit customs. Another two hours to wait for a plane. I hit another Priority Club and we had another flight on which I slept and Shawna read and watched movies. She finished her book, “The Handmaid,” and talked me into downloading it and she watched her final of five, count them… five… movies. We arrived at the perfect time in LAX. We were able to walk directly to the customs counter and there was no wait for TSA. This gave me another opportunity to hit a Priority Club access point (GameStop) before waiting another three hours. We arrived in Vegas at 11 PM, 37 hours after starting our journey. We were both tired and ready to be with our families and at home. Richard picked up Shawna; Mike and Skye drove me home. A shower and bed.
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				Shawna doing her physical therapy at the gate

			

		

		
			
				My bed in the Priority Club for 5 hours

			

		

		
			
				Dinner in one of the Priority Clubs
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				Appendices

			

		

		
			
				Opposite Page: 

				Up close at Los Torres
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				#Appendices

				Afterward
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				The trip was incredible from start to finish. I arrived home, unpacked bags and cleaned my gear, and re-packed my bags for two weeks in Brian Head. When I arrived, the cabin was smothered in snow resulting from a record-breaking year for snow. I had to snowshoe to reach the front door, borrow a neighbor’s shovel to dig a hole deep enough for me to reach and open the door, walk downstairs inside the cabin, then snowshoe back to the door so I could start shoveling snow stairs for an entryway. It was hard, but I was so strong from my pre-Patagonia training and hiking the “O” that it was definitely doable. After all, this was just four days after flying home. With that snow and what would continue to fall over the next few days, I ultimately shoveled about 1,500 cubic feet of packed and fresh snow. I was a shoveling machine!

				For the weekend (now five days post-returning), I hosted eight ladies from Women Who Explore: Las Vegas for a winter getaway in Brian Head. I skied, snowmobiled, snow-shoed, cooked, and did all the other hostess-y things. It was an absolute blast; lots of work combined with lots of fun and adventure with friends. Between returning from Chile and the successful weekend, I was on Cloud Nine! 
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				I was alone at the cabin after the ladies left so cleaned and took a few runs down the lift that Monday. It was then eight days post-flights. I didn’t feel great and blamed it on needing a break. The next day, I was flat on the ground with utter lack of energy, inability to eat, and a constant low-grade fever. For the next few days, I could barely move. I had to sit while brushing my teeth and force even crumbs down my throat. I ruled out COVID with a test I stored in the van (quite a task to procure because I had to get to the car and back, a full 200 yards). I figured it was the flu. The fever went away after two days and I no longer felt that “yucky-all-over” feeling common with the flu, but the weakness persisted and was exhausting. I did nothing but watch Netflix and try to force myself to eat for days. 

				By phone, Mike and I decided it was probably best for me to return home. I knew it was the right thing to do, but had no idea how I would do it. I’d be fine once sitting in and driving the van, but getting everything into the van and closing the cabin would be nearly impossible. I harnessed the microscopic amount of energy I could and slowly began prepping the cabin to leave. I had to drag laundry, food, trash, and much more up to the road. I did it by climbing a snow stair, resting, climbing the next snow stair, resting, climbing the next snow star, and then laying down on the luggage for a long rest before dragging the item any farther. I did what I could one day, and finished the next. That second day, I had to officially close and winterize the cabin. I would have to walk up and down stairs to empty and add anti-freeze to pipes. Normally, this is a pain; this time, it was excruciatingly difficult. I would walk down the stairs, take a break, walk part of the way back up the stairs, take a break, walk a little more up the stairs, and take another break. It took me the entire day to finish my required chores. I didn’t leave until nighttime. At home, I slumped into bed. 

				I weighed myself in the morning and learned I’d lost a lot of weight so I stayed home expecting this strange flu to go away. More Netflix, lots of naps, lots of telling Mike and Ryan what to do because I couldn’t do anything myself, and not eating. Mike and I tried taking a pre-planned van trip on Route 66 and to Joshua Tree, but I couldn’t handle it even though all I did was sit and sleep. Ryan had to drive five hours to retrieve me from Oatman, Arizona to return me to my bed at home. 

				By the end of the second week of exhaustion (then 19 days after returning from Chile), I saw my doctor who claimed I was “full of shit” (aka, compacted colon). He put me on a probiotic supplement, started me on a broad-spectrum antibiotic, took some blood, and ordered an X-ray that showed nothing. Three days later, I thought I should go to the emergency room. I’d lost a over 11 pounds in 14 days. I called my doctor who ordered a CT scan that showed I had inflamed intestines due to an infection. I had to wait another nine days to see a gastroenterologist who finally ordered more advanced blood tests and some fecal tests. Again, I had to wait to procure the samples and then hear the results. 33 days after leaving Chile, I had my diagnosis: giardia. 

				Normally, I would roll my eyes and say: “What an idiot! She didn’t filter her water. No surprise there!” But, I’d gone to Patagonia with the expressed purpose of drinking straight from glacial-fed springs. I’d never taken a chance at not filtering my water in the past. 
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				Everyone I knew (including my brother-in-law and the people at Howlanders) and everything I’d read (including from the CDC) said water was safe to drink in Patagonia. I’d watched guides help their charges collect water from streams and drink without filtering. This was part of the experience of hiking the “W” and “O.” The water in Patagonia and in Iceland is considered some of the purist in the world. Well… not for me. By this time, I’d lost 18 pounds (not a big loss) and four weeks of training for Ironman Mont-Tremblant (a huge loss). The gastroenterologist put me on a different drug (metronidazole) and I was better within days. By the next week, I was riding my bike hard and back to walking double-digit miles. Thank goodness! I’d lost the fat and kept the muscle.

				Moral of the story: You can’t trust anyone? No. Defer to Occam’s razor and keep adventuring; it will make you lose weight.

			

		

		
			
				Weight loss graph

			

		

		
			
				Fecal test results
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				#Appendices

				“W” instead of the “O”

				If I could only do the “W” and had a choice, I would prefer the west-to-east route. It starts out more gradually and the hard days, Brittanica and Los Torres are at the end. As east-to-west hikers passed us, many of them were absolutely exhausted from climbing Los Torres on their first day; I worried they wouldn’t enjoy the trip because they wouldn’t recover until after finishing their circuit. Brittanica is no joke in terms of required effort. It would be quite discouraging to do Los Torres, then hike to Frances (a lot of climbing when heading westward in severe winds to boot), then hit Brittanica the next day. It sounded brutal and I presumed a lot of westward “W” hikers would, sadly, skip Brittanica. I was glad the “O” required hikers move in a counter-clockwise direction. It made the physical output more manageable. That said... don’t do the “W”; do the “O.”
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				#Appendices

				Books from the Trail

				“The Storyteller” by Jodi Picoult

				✰✰✰✰

				As with Jodi Picoult’s other books, “The Storyteller” is a well-conceived, masterfully written story. She challenges readers to take an ethical stance within the broad complexities of religion, family, his-tory, culture, and the law. Picoult weaves a narrative of one Jewish character’s Holocaust experience with that of her SS guard. Overlaying this on contemporary times allows readers to see the long-term consequences of living through that horrific time.

				“Runner: A Short Story about a Long Run” by Lizzy Hawker

				✰✰✰

				A first-person narrative, Hawker tells stories of her many running exploits include those in the Hi-malaya and around Mont-Blanc. As a hiker, it read a lot like a trail journal. I’m not terribly fond of trail journals because, like this book, they tell of a single experience without placing it within a larger context. I wanted to read about what she learned from her experiences, not just what she did. 
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				“Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance” by Robert Pirsig

				✰✰✰

				“Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance” had been on my “to-read” list literally for decades. Because I would be through-hiking with plenty of time to listen, I finally got around to it. It took a very long time to read because I really didn’t like it. I don’t care about motorcycles and their maintenance and I found Pirsig’s essays on his chosen esoteric topics quite boring. The only part I liked was hearing about his experiences on the road—the people with whom he traveled, the places they visited, and the people they met.

				“The Lemon Tree: An Arab, a Jew, and the Heart of the Middle East” by Sandy Tolan

				✰✰✰

				“The Lemon Tree” tells the history of a terribly tumultuous place, Israel, told by individuals representing each of two opposing sides. Written in an incredibly unbiased way, it tells of the complexities relating to the land controversies sacred to both cultures. By telling the story through the eyes of two individuals, an Arab and a Jew, both perspectives become clear. 

				The reason I give Tolan’s book three stars is that it is, without a doubt, a political history book and the end, particularly, reads more like a textbook of events. Without having any knowledge about the region, it was often hard for me to follow. It delves very deeply into relevant, but sometimes droning, historical events. For someone like me, someone ignorant about the region, it was very weighty. 

				As a textbook for a Middle East class, this book is a must!

				“America is Speaking, When Will Our Hearts Listen” by Kristin Hannah

				✰✰

				I read this thinking it was from the same Kristin Hannah of historical fiction fame. It is not. The book is simply a collection of letters expressing personal views about American politics. As with most Americans it displays the ignorance of the masses. Unlike what most of the chapter authors think, there are no simple answers. Anyone who starts an argument with “Why can’t we just…” is clearly unfamiliar with the complexity of national issues. It sounded a lot like discussions around my family dinner table, but stated by people about whom I do not care.
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				“A Spark of Light” by Jodi Picoult

				✰✰✰✰

				Picoult took a different approach with this book. It only spans one day and chapters represent different times throughout that day and different character perspectives at each point in time. The result is an unraveling tale of what everyone expe-rienced and felt during the day’s events. The non-chronological approach creates suspense that draws in the reader.

				As with all her books, Picoult’s story pushes the reader to consider ethical questions and does that from many, including religious, angles. Readers learn a lot about social issues surrounding abortion, legal ramifications of abortion in a single state, dangers faced by those in the health industry who elect to participate in abortion-related medicine, pro-life perspec-tives, and reasons for women choosing abortion. Picoult doesn’t shy away from delving into the legal and ethical com-plexities relating to abortion in the United States though her overall theme is biased.
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