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Whenever people remarked to Monica that New
Jersey was just a state of concrete and landfills, she’d politely
laugh and shrug off their comments. It just meant to her that they
were less likely to crowd her out of her favorite hiking and
camping spots in her home state. Camping spots that could range
from beach to mountains, freshwater and saltwater, high elevation
to sea level. But, by far, her favorite place to wander was the
Pine Barrens.

The barrens were sandy and wild, full of
blueberry bushes, bogs, and yes, loads of pine trees. Monica had
spent much of her life roaming about them, watching as the once
paved roads her parent’s sedans had traveled be reclaimed by the
forest, some to the point that they were pot marked with deep holes
that had prompted Monica to buy a Jeep to navigate them. That
difficulty of travel cut two ways though, it cut down on the number
of people who wandered the backroads lending Monica the ability to
easily fade off into the wilderness and seek locations that had not
been touched in years by humans.

This weekend’s venture took her back to a
winding creek, one that would eventually make its way out to
Barnegat Bay, but for now it bubbled through the woods. It was her
favorite place to cast flies in search of large pickerel, a
lesser-known member of the pike family.

Pulling up to her intended location, she took
a quick stock of the location and noted that everything she’d left
behind was still in place. Not a rock disturbed from her firepit,
not a split of firewood moved, nor was her early attempts at a more
permanent bushcraft shelter. One day she would finish, but not this
weekend. No, she had fish to catch, warm weather to savor, and a
campfire to brew her coffee by.

Satisfied that the camp was ready for her,
Monica set about emptying her vehicle of all the necessities for
the trip. She put up her tent then set about getting the firepit
cleared up from blown in debris and ensuring there was an adequate
supply of kindling.

With the campsite setup just so, Monica
allowed herself a moment to turn towards the water, look across the
horizon, breath in a deep breath, and slowly let the air slide out.
Finally. Feeling the stress begin to melt from her form, Monica
began to let something else melt away. Her clothes. Part of her
love of finding these back way nooks was the absolute privacy, with
a slight thrill of potentially being discovered. But really, it was
just the simple joy of being able to experience all of the world
upon her skin instead of bulky clothes.
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