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My rock.

My biggest supporter.

You push me to believe in myself, and never fail to encourage me.

I’m so lucky to have you in my life.

I love you.
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Attempting to ignore the nauseous feeling building in the pit of my stomach, I tilt my head to admire a view few get to see. The mountains loom around us, their magnificent glory unmarred by man. From this view, you can see every unique part of the mountains. The trees which thickly cover one, are sparse on another. Mountain rivers, streams and lakes appear in the most random of places, and it’s where I will be for the next month and a half.

The windows of the helicopter are shockingly clean, appearing almost nonexistent. Unable to resist, I tap my finger on the glass to remind myself it’s there.

Gripping the ‘holy shit’ handle as a gust of wind causes us to sway, I squeeze my eyes shut and remind myself that this is the easiest part of the whole journey. It doesn’t help, I’ve always had a fear of flying.

Swallowing, I open my eyes and force myself to release the death grip I have on the handle, removing one finger at a time. Flexing my hand a few times, I look down to the vast mountains below us, trying to abandon my nerves by focusing on the view. The dense forest covering this part of the Rocky Mountains reminds me of my parents’ cabin in Washington.

My family is there now, probably discussing their disapproval about what I’m doing while drinking mimosas on the veranda. It’s no secret they think I’m a foolish idiot. My father called me ridiculous, while my mother focused on how selfish I’m apparently being.

It’s funny, because last year when Victoria took a vacation in the south of France she wasn’t selfish. Although, touring the south of France is more appropriate for an Arlington, while hiking through the mountains is not considered suitable. That’s one of the reasons I chose it. Finally, after twenty-six years of being the perfect daughter, a drone replicating my parents’ expectations, I rebelled.

I still remember the way Mother’s face paled when I told them of my intentions, granted, I only told them one week ago, I was too scared I would back out if I gave them more time to try and sway me to change my mind. Even Father lost his cool, raising his voice outside the acceptable decibel.

Folding my hands in my lap to stop the shaking, I swallow hard as Mother pales.

“What?” she chokes out.

Glancing at Father, his face an alarming shade of red, I take a deep breath. “On the sixth I will be leaving to go on a hike that will take me about a month and a half. I know you wanted me to come to Washington with you, but I need to do this.” My voice is strong, despite the pounding of my heart.

“You’re going hiking for a month and a half and you just thought to tell us now?” Father’s voice gets louder as he speaks. “Who are you going hiking with?”

Gulping, “I’m going alone.”

“ALONE! Brett Arlington, we raised you to be smarter than this. You cannot go hiking alone, let alone for a month and a half. What are you thinking?”

Cringing as he yells, I don’t think I’ve ever heard my father raise his voice.

“I know this is hard to process, and maybe I should have told you sooner, but I’m going.” He opens his mouth to argue with me, but I don’t give him the chance. Turning on my heel, I glance to where Victoria is standing, smirk on her face, before taking the steps to my old room to gather my belongings.

“That’s quite the bomb you dropped back there.” Turning, I see Victoria leaning against the doorframe. Clenching my fists, I face her straight on. Here comes another lecture. “All I’m going to say is—I’m proud of you.” Her serious expression is replaced with a smile.

Relaxing, I smile at her. She hesitates before coming in and hugging me. I wrap my arms around her and squeeze.

“Be safe and enjoy yourself.”

Victoria and I have never been close, and until that moment, I didn’t realize how much her opinion mattered to me.

Releasing the fists I hadn’t realized I had formed, I clung to the fact that one member of my family is on board with this adventure. I’ve never been on an adventure, by myself and of my own planning. It’s thrilling, or at least it’s supposed to be. Except, I’m terrified. My entire life has been laid out for me, carefully planned and executed with the grace and style expected of me. For the first time, ever, I’m doing something on my own and for myself.

Independence. Something I’ve always wanted, but I’ve never had the courage to stray from the expectations preached to me for as long as I can remember. The biggest act of rebellion I’ve ever followed through on, until now, was choosing psychology as my career path, instead of following in my father’s footsteps.

Chewing on my cheek, I lose the fight against the doubt that has been plaguing me since the helicopter took off. Can I actually do this?

Physically, I’m prepared. Prior to making this decision, I frequented the gym attached to my apartment in Boston. As a child, I favored tennis, horseback riding and skating. Now, I prefer hitting the weights in the gym. Then I decided to do this. I started training, in secret of course, as soon as the idea hit me a year ago, hiring an experienced backcountry hiker to help me condition my body for the journey. My father always told us we needed to be prepared for any venture. Don’t be reckless, Brett, as an Arlington we have to be informed, we have to carefully think through each action. We must prepare to the best of our ability.

Leave it to me to remove the spontaneity out of an adventure simply because it’s been ingrained into my being. So yes, I know I’m as physically prepared as I can possibly be to endure the six to eight weeks it will take me to hike two hundred miles. Probably not something I should scold myself for, I’m not doing this to kill myself, despite my mother’s hysterics that a bear might eat me. Rolling my eyes, I grin at the memory of my father forgetting about lecturing me to look at her incredulously. I’ve done enough extensive research to realize that the likelihood of a bear attacking me is slim. They’re more timid than people think they are. Not that my mother would know that.

The helicopter sways abruptly once again, bringing me back to the present. Breathing deeply, I try to calm my nerves as I rub my palms over my jeans. The strong muscles of my legs are tight, reminding me of what I already know. It’s not the physical challenges that will likely break me.

Mentally, I’m not sure anything could prepare me for this. My wilderness coach tried, but she told me from day one that nothing aside from experience will show me if I have what it takes. There will be many obstacles, the path is not easy and I will need the mental prowess to push through whatever is thrown my way. Our minds are capable of great things; we only need to release ourselves from the confines we place ourselves in. That is my biggest fault. I’ve created this box for myself, and I’m not sure I know how to get out.

The issue is I’m fully aware of my faults. I’m not strong. Or independent. Or resourceful. I wish I was, but I’ve never been in a situation where I’ve had to be those things. That’s what this is about. Push myself to my ultimate limits, physically and mentally. I’m not giving myself the option to fail. I will come out of this a stronger and more self-sufficient person. I have to be; things are already in motion as we speak.

“Miss Arlington, we’ve arrived.” I hadn’t even realized my eyes had drifted shut, my brain actively trying to shut down for a few blissful moments. Opening them as John draws my attention to the fact we’ve stopped moving, I swallow hard as the door is opened and the landing pad lies around us. “Your father wanted me to ask you not to leave the aircraft. I’m simply telling you this so when he asks me if I followed through with his request, I don’t need to lie.” John smiles at me with pride. His warmth envelopes me before I realize that this is it. This is the last time I will speak to another person for over a month.

Reaching over to him, I take his hand and squeeze it. John has been an integral part of my family since birth, he’s closer to me than both sets of grandparents. Without his help, I wouldn’t be here. “Thank you, John. You can tell my father that turning back is not an option. After all, Arlington’s don’t quit.” Mimicking my father, I smile shakily as I’m guided out of the helicopter, the blades whipping my hair around my face.

John carries my gear, despite my protests. “You are going to be carrying this enough, stop arguing with an old man.” He sets the pack on the ground, wrapping me in a bear hug. He doesn’t need to say the words; that he believes I will be successful, because he’s already told me every day for the past three hundred and sixty-five days.

Walking into my parents’ house for Sunday night dinner, John greets me at the door. Handing him my coat with a small smile and a thank you, I am stopped from heading to the sunroom by his hand on my arm.

“Little Miss, something is bothering you. What’s going on?”

John smiles at me, his brown eyes concerned. “I did something crazy.”

Looking down the hall, he guides me to the sitting room and pushes me gently into a chair. “Explain.”

“I don’t know. I just woke up yesterday morning and felt discontent. I need to do something, focus on something, different. I spent all day thinking about it, and then I turned on the TV and the last channel I had it on had a show about backcountry hiking. I’ve been up all night researching, and this afternoon I booked a helicopter to drop me off at a remote location, exactly one year from today. The hike is approximately two hundred miles. It’s crazy, and I’ve never done anything like that, but I think I need to.” Running my hands over my knees, I wait for him to tell me it’s ridiculous.

“Brett, I’ve known you since you were a wee little baby. You can do anything you set your mind to. A year is a long time to prepare, and I will help you any way I can.”

Squeezing my eyes shut as I remember how his words calmed me, I hold on a little tighter before letting go. He turns away without another word and I stand, frozen, as he climbs back into the helicopter, watching it as it lifts from the ground. I stay immobile, until it is a small speck in the sky.

Alone.

I’ve never truly felt what it’s like to be alone, fully dependent on myself and no one else. The silence is deafening. I never knew what that saying meant until now. I can actually hear my heart pounding as the brevity of what I’m about to embark on sinks in. Looking back in the direction of the helicopter, I only see blue sky and white fluffy clouds. I’m in this, no chance of turning back. Not that backing out was ever an option, I need to do this. I don’t want to be the same girl I’ve been groomed into being my whole life. I need a change. I need to change.

I’m not naive enough to think I have no fault in the person that I am, I’m completely at fault, but that doesn’t make shifting my way of thinking any easier. Aside from the fact that I now am forcing myself to.

Spinning in a circle, the mountains surround me in a view so breathtaking it almost knocks me to my knees. I’ve been to the mountains before, but here, in the remotest area of the park, it feels completely different.

In this moment, surrounded only by nature, it feels like more than a few days has passed since I met with the ranger finalizing my plans.

Knocking on the door to the ranger’s office, it opens almost immediately. I’m greeted by a serious looking man with the biggest moustache I’ve ever seen outside of Yosemite Sam from the Looney Toons. Biting my lip to hold back the smile, I follow him inside.

“Here is your paperwork file with all the information we need. Your map is inside, once you’ve filled out the forms I will go over it with you.” He sits behind the desk leaving me to fill out the forms. It’s basic information. Emergency contacts, dates for the food drops, and any medical information they should be aware of.

Setting my pen down, I unfold the map and listen intently as he highlights the general path I will take.

“The trail is unmarked, so obviously I cannot show you exactly where to go, but here are some landmarks to look for. Less than three people hike this a year, on average, and you will be the only one on your date of departure. When you get to the tower, you have to go to the top. Bang on the hatch and Ernie will let you in to contact us to arrange pickup.”

The summit of the mountain I’ve been dropped on isn’t the highest peak in the area. In fact, according to the research I’ve done, it’s one of the lowest in the national park, but that only increases the feeling of being very small. It even changes the way the light of the sun shines down.

Picking my backpack up from where John set it, I heave all forty-five pounds onto my back, grinning madly when it takes little effort. At least my training was good for something. Grabbing the hair tie from my wrist, I knot my hair onto the top of my head and remove my map from the side pocket of my backpack. The sun is warm on the back of my neck as I scan the creased paper, but the wind creates a briskness that reminds me how cool it can get, despite being the middle of summer.

The trail isn’t technically an official one, there are no signs directing me where to go, but I met with a guide who outlined my path on the map. The trail takes me south two hundred miles to a fire watch tower. It’s staffed at this time of year, by a man named Ernie, or so I was informed. This means when I arrive he can coordinate the helicopter to pick me back up.

Every fifty miles there is a drop zone for food resupply. Despite the map, the way can vary depending on how the landscape has changed since the last ranger has hiked it. I’ve been forewarned that if I stray to “sightsee” I need to clearly mark my way back; it would be easy to get lost.

Along the way there are several landmarks that will tell me I’m on the right track. The one I’m looking forward to most is a large lake. It stays cold year round, but if the temperature is right, I plan on swimming. I love the bright blue-green of mountain lakes, and I plan on taking the time to enjoy it. Apparently there is also a waterfall that I can hike to that is close to the lake making it even more appealing to take a break at that point and enjoy the experience.

Looking around, I see the marker that indicates the start of the trail, the only one on the entire journey. The crunch of gravel breaks the silence as I take my first steps. The excitement I’ve been waiting for finally hits me as I tuck the map back into my pocket. Breathing in the fresh mountain air, I set a steady pace down the small gravel path towards the tree line.

As the trees loom before me, the uncertainty I felt earlier comes back. They weren’t kidding when they said there wasn’t an official trail. The break in the trees is probably from animals wandering through, but as I step into it, the forest surrounds me blocking out the sun except for a few rays filtering their way in.

It’s darker than I anticipated, still bright enough to walk and see clearly, but the filtered light makes the forest feel eerie. Everything is cloaked in shadows, the small animal trail disappearing into the underbrush.

Inhaling deeply, I pull my compass out of the same side pocket holding my map. The needle moves as it gets its bearings and points behind me. I need to make sure the arrow pointing north is directed behind me at all times. This compass is one of the most precious things I have on me, the only sure way to tell I’m heading in the right direction. Unless I want to trust my memories from survival training and look at the moss. I feel more comfortable relying on my compass.

“You can do this, Brett.” Laughing shakily, I silently mock myself for the pep talk. I’ve been here less than an hour and I’m already trying to convince myself I haven’t made a mistake. Deep down, I know I haven’t. The tiny voice that’s telling me this is stupid is my father’s. A louder voice is finally speaking up, telling him to shut up . . . in a respectful way of course.

I deserve to know what I’m capable of, without the help of my father and family name. Even if my father doesn’t outright help me, the Arlington name is widely recognized across North America, I’m sure that my name alone has paved my way for several opportunities. I hate it. I hate the knowing looks some people get when I walk into a room. The look that says I might not be there if it weren’t for who I am. Or at least, who my father is.

The thing is, I love my parents, and I never want to seem like I don’t appreciate what they’ve done for me, but I’m twenty-six years old and it’s time for me to be my own person. I want those opportunities to arise because of me and my capabilities, not for any other reason. As I look around, tall trees surrounding me, I’m finally in a position where who I am won’t help me. It feels terrifying, and exciting, and liberating, and vomit-inducing, but it’s all mine.

Forcing my feet to move forward, I check out my surroundings as I walk. Signs of animals are all around me, tracks and flattened spaces where elk, deer or other creatures have rested. My feet squish on the softer ground, helping me to walk quietly. Recalling that I don’t want to stumble upon any unsuspecting animals, I drop my backpack and search for the bells I packed. Finding them, I attach them to a buckle on my bag and swing it back into place causing the bells to jingle loudly in the silence.

Checking my compass before moving forward, the risk of getting lost is at the forefront of my thoughts, but I’m comforted by the sound of the bells. Now that they’ve settled into place, they provide a constant jingling, not obnoxiously loud, but enough to warn animals of my approach.

Looking around as I hike a steady pace, I try to take everything in and commit it to memory. My legs stay steady, not tiring as the sun moves in the sky. As I hike and observe, I go through the survival training in my head. I’m not used to having nothing to mentally occupy my brain. Even though I’ve always taken the summer off from school, I fill my time with practicums, work and the social expectations my parents usually force on me. Now, aside from making sure I don’t stumble on roots, accidentally change direction, or walk into a tree, my brain is free to think about anything. This is a luxury for me.

Realization strikes that most of my thoughts are still stuck on the expectations I’m used to upholding. Once something has been ingrained into your system, it’s challenging to shut it off, but I don’t want to focus on life at home and what it was. I want to focus on finding myself and coming out of this a strong and independent woman. God, that sounds so cliché, almost like I should start singing Survivor by Destiny’s Child. Frustration hits and looking around, I do something I would never consider at home. “Ahhhhhhhhhhhh!” Throwing my arms out to the side, my head tilts back with the force of my scream. I let it loose, not stopping until my lungs burn from the lack of oxygen.

Glancing around surreptitiously, I bend over laughing at how freeing it is to do something so mundane. Instead of being composed, I can let my emotions run rampant. I could walk laughing hysterically, or crying at the magnitude of my accomplishments. I can kick a tree in frustration, or simply just be.

It feels incredible. Like, fan-fucking-tastic.

I can just imagine Mother and the look of shock and judgment on her face if she saw me behave in that manner. I envy the girls I see whose mothers encourage them to find themselves, to explore every facet available and carve their way into adventures that seem out of reach.

My very best friend, Kate, is a free spirit. Her mother encouraged her to go backpacking through Europe after she graduated. She’s one of the few people I told about this plan and her encouragement gave me the strength to follow through. The only time I ever let loose is when she’s coaxed me out of my shell, and even then I was still guarded and cautious. Like the time she dragged me to a Halloween party that was being held in a haunted house. I was scared half the night, until I discovered the delicious green drinks. I never told her, but I actually had a great time.

To Georgia and Charles Arlington, image is everything. Out here, there is no image to uphold. No one to please but myself. And I’m going to enjoy every damn second of it.

Pushing myself forward with renewed vigor, I lengthen my stride and relish the burn in my legs. I’ve always enjoyed being outdoors, but this is completely different than walking down trails predetermined and laid out for you. There is something liberating about being surrounded by wilderness, making your own way without any real sort of guidance.

Rustling to my left startles me and I shriek when something comes bolting from the underbrush. A rabbit freezes at the wretched noise coming from me, its eyes wide, before determining I’m just noisy and hopping away. My heart gradually slows to a healthy rate and I laugh at myself for reacting that way. Chances are, I’m going to see much bigger game while I’m out here. Hopefully not too close, that would be unnerving.

Standing amidst the trees, my stomach growling disrupts the quiet. Dropping to the ground, I fish out a protein bar. I have pre-prepared meals that I could eat, but for today I want to focus on covering some decent miles. Hiking a mile in the mountains is completely different than on flat ground, taking much longer.

As I chew, the sounds of nature finally break through the fog in my head. Branches rustling, birds chirping, and in the distance, I hear water. Checking my water supply, I look over my map for where the guide suggested I top up each day. Numerous streams crisscross over the trail ensuring I should never be short on water. My filtering system is safely stored in the front pocket of my pack.

Polishing off my bar, I rehydrate and set off. The sun is lowering in the sky and I need to start searching for my first campsite. I’ve never camped before, it’s not something I ever thought I would be excited about, but there is no denying the flutter of anticipation in my chest.

It doesn’t take me long to find a good spot. There is a soft, grassy area between a cluster of trees that will fit my tent, and enough exposed rock to safely light a fire.

Releasing the tent from its straps, I spread it out on the ground. It is small, barely able to fit two people, and quick to set up. Glancing at the sky through the looming tree tops, I see the first streaks of orange and pink as the sun starts to set behind the mountains. Darkness is quickly shadowing the forest, cooling the air down drastically. Shivering, I build a teepee on the flat area of rock the way my survival guide showed me. Finding one of the lighters I packed, I hover the flame over slivers that are quick to catch fire and soon the crackling of wood as it lights is comforting me. My first night in the wilderness.

Looking around, claustrophobia causes my chest to seize. I can’t see anything outside the light of the fire. Despite knowing I’m out in the open, completely exposed, I feel trapped. Surprised at this reaction, I sit on the small tarp I brought, and rest my head between my knees, breathing deeply. This is what I came out here for. To push my limits and come out of it a different, stronger person. I guess I shouldn’t be as shocked as I am that something as simple as this is already testing me. It’s a far cry from my king-size bed and floor-to-ceiling windows.

An owl hoots in the night, making me jump. Sounds surround me as trees rustle indicating I’m not really alone. This is the part of the journey I worried about most, when I had time to stress and think. Snapping my head up, I slap my knees and organize my head.

I need something to do and the ache in my stomach tells me I should be eating. I unpack my food from my bag, digging into the beef jerky as I cook rice over the fire. The one thing I didn’t need help with was learning how to cook. When I was small I would sneak into the kitchen to watch Gail, our cook, prepare meals. She took me under her wing and let me help her whenever I wanted.

Laughing at myself, I realize how spoiled I sound. Much of my life has been this way, things done for us because that’s what was acceptable in our circle. It has never really sat well with me, having people do everything for me.

If I’m honest, I always hated it. Now, here I am with no one to rely on but myself, a true test to see if I’m capable of surviving without my parents’ support. I need to be able to do this. If I can do this, I can complete an even bigger task, the one already set in motion back at home.

After I finish eating, I secure my food high off the ground and crawl into my tent, collapsing in exhaustion.
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The early morning light wakes me, birds chirping loudly to say good morning. Stretching my arms out of my sleeping bag, I jolt them back into the warmth when the cold air causes goose bumps to rise up on my arms, a shiver running down my spine. “Yikes!”

My nose is cold and I tuck my head into the sleeping bag as well, allowing myself to enjoy being wrapped up like a burrito for a little while longer. My head is fuzzy with sleep, the fog clearing as I slowly remember the previous day. A smile spreads across my lips. I survived day one!

Braving the chilly air, I quickly change, my body tensing at the coolness of my jeans as I shimmy them up my legs. Jeans may not be the most flexible pants, and not what I typically wear at home, but I love how tough they are. As I add layers, my body quits quaking with the cold.

Crawling out of my tent, I stretch my arms above my head, groaning as my back cracks. Reaching for the rope I have tied to a tree, I lower my food down and eat a quick breakfast of trail mix and leftover, cold rice before cleaning up my campsite.

One of the basic rules of backcountry hiking, everything you carry in, you must carry out. Looking around carefully, I make sure the environment is as close to the way it was when I arrived. It’s apparent that I’ve been here, but I leave no garbage behind, my footprint is miniscule. It won’t take long until there is no sign I was ever here.

That thought gives me pause. It feels like a depressing metaphor for my life so far. Up until this point, my impact on anyone’s life has been pretty miniscule. I may have a client or two from some of my practicums that may look back on the counsel I provided and say I helped them move in a different direction, but aside from that . . . wow . . . what an eye-opening realization. Even in my personal life, I have no one that I’ve made some kind of long-lasting impression on. No epic first love, no crazy adventures to tell future children I may have. This is the most epic thing I’ve ever done.

On the one hand it’s thrilling, knowing that the only evidence I’m doing this will reside in my memories. Something I will always hold close to my heart because it’s a life-changing adventure. On the other hand, I wish there was a way to capture some of the moments. I chose to leave behind all technology. This is an adventure of the mind and body, I didn’t want anything distracting me, but as I look at the harsh beauty around me, I wish I had brought my camera. To allow me to have tangible evidence that I truly did accomplish this and I did it on my own. Lifting my pack onto my back, I take one last look at a place I will never see again, trying to remember as much as I can about it before setting out.

Checking my compass, I angle my body directly south and start hiking. I’m surprised to find my legs are sore from yesterday. The burn feels good, connecting my head to my body. During the school year, I fill my time with school, work and any work experience opportunities available, leaving me feeling a little lost during the spare time I have in the summer. Every other aspect of my life feels numb when I’m not busy, I just go through the motions of what is expected of me. That’s not an option out here, I cannot be numb to my surroundings. I wouldn’t want to be. For the first time, I feel truly alive. I’m allowing myself to release control of all the emotions I usually keep locked up for fear of what my family will think. Not anymore.

Everything starts off smoothly, there is a slow decline, the footing is fairly easy and a soft breeze manages to flow through the trees. The morning passes quickly, and unlike yesterday, my mind is clear of everything except the journey. I don’t think I will have a life-altering epiphany while I’m hiking, one direct thought that will completely change my life. However, I know a person cannot undertake something like this, alone, and not come out of it unchanged. Well, I’m sure someone could, but I’m hopeful that I won’t be that person.

After a delicious lunch of chili, a recipe I found on Pinterest specifically for backcountry hikers, I’m in high spirits. I took a little longer on lunch than I originally planned, so I attempt to increase my pace.

About a mile or so from where I stopped for lunch, the terrain changes. The decline shifts to an incline, gradually getting steeper, until I’m leaning my body forward and it feels like I’m on a slippery Stairmaster.

Sweat drips down my face as I struggle for the first time with the weight on my back, it’s pushing my body towards the ground, and I’m struggling to find the proper angle to carry myself. My boots grip the ground, the squishy grass that I’ve been hiking on has shifted into more of a rock face, and I’m thankful I took my boot selection seriously.

Swiping my hand across my forehead, I tilt my head back, searching for the end. It’s not in sight. My legs shake from the exertion, and I am moving slower and slower up the hill. My face burns with the effort, I can feel how red I am, and it reminds me that I forgot to put sunscreen on this morning. That’s such a random thought, if I thought I could, I would have laughed. The mundane things we focus on to distract our minds from challenges is humorous.

I’ve been hiking up for about an hour when there is a lull in the incline. Dropping to the ground, I focus on slowing my breathing, ignoring the burning in my lungs. Tears run down my cheeks and my legs are shaking against the ground. My body screams from this new test. Despite my awareness that there are parts of the hike that will be more physically challenging than others, I was foolish enough to think it wouldn’t strain me after all of the training I’ve completed. I also foolishly disregarded my guides warning that there are a few severe changes in terrain during the journey. I’m hiking down a mountain, who would have thought I would have to climb up. I’m an idiot.

Looking up, I squint my eyes and try to figure out how much further I have to go. I think I see the end, although it could be my brain tricking itself to prevent a minor breakdown. Unclipping my water bottle from my bag, I take a deep drink before forcing myself to stand. I wipe the tears from my face, shaking my hands out as I stretch a bit. “I can do this!”

I say it out loud, making sure I really hear the determination in my voice, and force myself to move.

My feet hurt, my legs shake and my lungs feel like they’re going to explode out of my chest. I ignore it, focusing on the fact that the incline is starting to ease slightly and there is a smooth plateau ahead.

I’m practically crawling by the time I reach the top, my palms are dirty from the ground, shallow scrapes showing how much of a challenge the climb was. Dropping to the ground, I’m a complete mess. I know I should keep moving, utilize the remaining daylight, but even more importantly, I need to stretch out my legs. My eyes drift shut, trying to block out the throbbing ache in my limbs and I decide to allow myself a moment of rest.

I don’t know how long I’ve been lying there when something cold drips on my face causing me to open my eyes. A mass of dark clouds has rolled in and it’s starting to rain.

“No!” I drop my pack, ripping my tent from its straps and rush to set it up. My shoulders hunch in when the sky breaks open and it starts to pour, leaving me feeling helpless. I’m not wearing my jacket and by the time the tent is set up, everything is soaked. Crawling into the shelter, I lay there finally allowing the tears to fall freely. They fall to release the strain from my body.

I cry in disappointment that the one area I thought I was infallible in proved to be a challenge, a challenge that is attempting to break me.

I cry until my eyes are dry and swollen before the soothing sound of raindrops on my tent lulls me into an exhausted sleep.
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