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  The Final Stretch

  Francis and Lisa Tapon                Southbound

  Blood Mountain, GA

  Monday, November 26

  The AT doesn’t let Northbounders off easy. After hiking 80% of the miles, they run into the toughest part, with the most treacherous weather.

  That’s one of the reasons we chose to head south on the AT; we knew that the hardest part was in Maine and New Hampshire. Sure, people warned us about Georgia, but we knew it was nothing compared to Maine.

  In short, we thought we would get off easy.

  We were wrong.

  The weather forecast had predicted rain. Little did we know how much we would get.

  After Jim Chester (a trail angel who let us stay at his house) dropped us off, we began to walk up and down the steep hills of North Carolina. The rain started coming down that afternoon. It rained while we set up camp, it rained hard that night, and it was raining when we woke up.

  We had set up our GoLite tarp poorly, so a little bit of water had leaked in from the side. It wasn’t a big deal because our synthetic bag keeps us warm even when we’re wet.

  Here’s a simple fact: I don’t care what method of rain protection you use, if it rains for more than 48 hours straight, you and your gear are bound to get wet.

  That next day it rained all day long. Rain. Rain. Rain.

  After slogging through the rain and mud, we came upon a solitary twisted old oak tree, which marks the famous Bly Gap, the northern border of Georgia! We knew we only had 76 miles to go, about three days.

  We set up our tarp in the drizzle and drank from the cool piped spring nearby. The wind really started picking up that night. Fortunately, we were dry in our tarp—at least, as dry as we could be.

  We awoke to the beating sound of the rain against our tarp. Tired and a bit moist, we crawled out into the rain, packed up, and moved on. Our obsession with Springer Mountain, the end of our journey, pushed us on.

  That day, the third day of rain, was like a monsoon. Although we had experienced incessant rain in Costa Rica, this was truly impressive. Nature was letting us have it. The wind whipped so hard that it bent our strong GoLite umbrellas. They didn’t break or get inverted, but they were certainly tested.

  The constant rain made it hard to eat, since the rain would rarely stop for more than thirty minutes. In the end, we had to cross our fingers and cook a warm meal up when there was a slight letup in the rain. A couple of times we timed it poorly and were drizzled on while we were cooking and eating.

  We pressed on.

  That night, we stopped hiking at 6 P.M.—abnormally early for us. Mentally exhausted, we wanted a good night’s sleep. The previous night we got slightly wet because it was raining so hard and we didn’t set up our tarp very well. Normally we can get away with a sloppy setup, but when it’s raining hard and windy, you must be meticulous.

  Perhaps we were getting lazy with our tarp setups as we neared the end of our journey. Or perhaps it’s simply because weren’t tested enough in our journey; indeed, many AT historians pointed out that we received less rain than normal this summer.

  This night, however, we didn’t want to get wet. Therefore, we made our tarp a rocket ship.

  Indeed, as Francis thrust the final stake into the ground, he couldn’t help but admire his masterpiece: a whopping fourteen guy lines tied tightly to make the GoLite tarp look like a spaceship. It was low to the ground, and one side (Lisa’s side) would be flush to the ground, to make it simply impossible for water to leak through. After admiring the aerodynamic shelter, we snuggled in for a good night sleep.

  As we drifted asleep, Francis had visions that Al Capone and his cronies were standing outside the tarp, armed with machine guns. All night long the cankerous machine gun–like rattle of rain battered against our thin tarp. The last time we were pelted so hard by rain was in Maine.

  The rapid-fire rain hammered our tarp all night, but we were safe in our spaceship. For twelve hours we lay huddled in our dry home as nature unleashed its fury upon our surroundings.

  We cooked a warm meal under our tarp the next morning, while the rain continued to slam for the fourth day in a row. Although we ate freeze-dried food for two and grits for two (two full servings each), we were hungry just two hours later. That just goes to show that the expensive freeze dried meals don’t supply a thru-hiker with enough energy.

  Branches and trees had fallen all over the trail, making it a veritable obstacle course. After hiking until midday we pulled aside under a pathetic roof (a trailhead sign with a roof 2 feet wide). That was when M.A. (Maine Author), a section hiker, came by and offered us a ton of food. That trail magic was the beginning of our good fortune. By the time we put the last morsel of food in our mouths, the rain had stopped!

  Even though the clouds lingered for a few hours, by late afternoon we felt the warmth of the sun’s rays. What a glorious feeling!

  To celebrate, we found a nice open space off the trail and unpacked everything we owned. After four days of incessant rain, everything was wet. And wetness means weight. Our packs felt about five pounds heavier than when everything was dry.

  We lounged around and ate a satisfying meal. Meanwhile, all our gear and clothing was drying off quickly, thanks to GoLite’s intelligent fabrics. We slapped our (once again) light packs on our backs and set off to Springer, with only two days to go.

  We received our next-to-last trail magic from Dan, who drove us to Helen, Georgia, so we could enjoy being tourists in this German-like town. Then he took us into his home and gave us the shower and bed that we treasured so much. But nothing was as good as being able to do laundry after so many days in the rain! Thank you Dan!

  Georgia was tough, but not because of the terrain. It was hard because of the weather conditions. We’d been hoping to waltz the final 150 miles into Springer, but the AT had other plans.

  Nevertheless, once the rain stopped, we breezed over Blood Mountain, the tallest mountain in Georgia. Many Northbounders had warned us about it, but we almost didn’t even notice it. Maybe that’s because at Neels Gap, right before Blood Mountain, we were each given a free pint of Ben and Jerry’s ice cream as our reward to making it within 33 miles of the end. We savored every bite with big, bright smiles across our faces. We gazed into the nearby horizon and saw Springer Mountain smiling back at us.


  

  The Shakedown

  Corwin Neuse (Major Chafage)                Northbound

  Walasi-Yi Center, GA

  I walked confidently into the outfitter at the Walasi-Yi Center, threw my pack upon the ground and issued the defiant challenge, “Shakedown this!” Then a clerk politely told me to quit blocking the aisle for the other customers, and that if I wanted to have a shakedown, I should make an appointment with one of the sales team. I meekly retrieved my pack and quietly did as told.

  Things were rather hectic at the outfitter that morning. A clerk ushered me into a side room with two other hikers. We waited patiently for someone to attend to us, and watched with some unease as a janitor scrubbed the entrails from a previous shakedownee out of the carpet. Apparently they had been so ill-prepared for the hike that their brain had exploded in shock. It was quite messy. Still, I was confident I would not meet the same sticky fate. I knew what I was doing. I’d been backpacking before, after all. This wasn’t my first rodeo, as the saying goes. Admittedly, it was ten years earlier, and had only lasted for eleven days, and I don’t remember having to carry a tent or wearing more than one set of clothes. But I still had that experience to fall back on. I was going to be fine.

  A gruff, mustachioed man came in wearing a skirt. Whenever a man wears a skirt, you know he means business. One with crazy facial hair, who stinks slightly of gunpowder and gin at nine o’clock in the morning, even more so. Cursing impatiently under his breath, he instructed us to empty our packs out on the floor, and then to stand in the corner, pull our pants down and grab our ankles, because it was about to get ugly.

  “Empty your packs out so we can get started,” he said. “I’m going to go assist another customer, but I’ll be back when you’re done.”

  Slightly wary of his aggressive instructions, I began to unpack. I couldn’t help but compare myself to the other two. They were brothers, part of the Foot Clan, as they called themselves, probably because they realized they all had feet. One was named Stinky Foot, the other was named Furry Foot. Or something. Whatever their names were, I couldn’t help but feel like I was better off than them. They were both carrying musical instruments, guitars or possibly banjos. Please.

  The man in the skirt returned. We all snapped to attention.

  “Okay, let’s see,” he said, surveying our equipment. “Y’all have backpacks, that’s the first step. If you don’t have a backpack, and you try to hike the Appalachian Trail? You’re gonna die.”

  Good, I have a backpack, I’m not going to die, I thought.

  “Next thing you gonna need is a twenty degree sleeping bag, or better. If ya try to get through the Smokies with a sleeping bag that’s less than twenty degrees, y’all are gonna die.”

  I held up my EMS 20° sleeping bag. Check. He nodded.

  Athlete’s Foot or whatever he was called held up his sleeping bag. A 32° Eureka bag. Oh no.

  “Oh no,” said the man in the skirt. “See, that’s not going to work. I know that says it’s thirty two degrees, but it’s really more like forty. Maybe even fifty. Now I know lots of y’all think you can just go to Walmart and buy any old bleep, and you might be fine. But if you try to hike through the Smokies with that, you’re gonna bleeping die.”

  The man had a kind of a salty vocabulary. I was so impressed, I felt a cascade of urine spraying down my leg.

  “All right, y’all got stoves? You got cook pots? Whatchu doin’ with that big ol’ thing?”

  He was talking to me. I looked down at my 1.6 L cook pot. It was too big?

  “Oh, someone’s joining me,” I said, “On the trail. Later. Maybe.”

  I thought my sister might join me on the trail when her job let out at the end of May. The man in the skirt nodded.

  “You got your boots. Good. You got your socks. Good. No, you got too many.” He was talking to me again. “You only need three pair. Put the others aside.”

  Indignant, I put aside my other sixteen pairs of socks. Why would anyone try to deprive a man of his socks? It just seemed inhuman.

  “Why do I—” I started to ask, but he shook his head, cutting me off.

  “You’re gonna die,” he said, by way of explanation.

  I knew he was right, and looked down at the floor, ashamed.

  “Now, thermals? Check the tag. Are they any percent cotton?”

  Mine were 5% cotton. So what?

  “Mine are 5% cotton. So what?” I said.

  “If you try to hike anywhere with cotton clothing that’s even a little bit cottony, you gonna die.”

  There was no refuting that logic.

  I ended up sending home most of my socks, along with my journal, which I hadn’t written in, a pair of sneakers, my winter jacket, which wasn’t waterproof, and my thermals. It was rather painful.

  “Now, don’t you worry, we’ll fix you up nice and good,” said the man in the skirt, now ignoring the Foot Clan entirely. They sat in the corner, sobbing quietly over their banjos. The man in the skirt continued, ushering me into a different area of the store, “Now, I got these here Patagonia thermal bottoms, made out of unicorn hair. They weigh negative thirty pounds, they’re fireproof, and I can get them to ya for the special price of $3,000.”

  He looked at me eagerly. I admit, I was a little hesitant. His smile faltered.

  “Plus!” he said, “I can give you my personal guarantee that if you buy these, you ain’t gonna die!”

  “I’ll take them,” I said, immediately regretting my decision.

  “Now, rain gear. This here jacket is made out of Mythril. By the dwarves! It’s good to negative a thousand degrees, and—”

  I had to cut him off. “I’m sorry, sir. Mythril? Don’t you have anything in Adamantium or Dragon Scale?”

  I left the Walasi-Yi Center about half an hour later, eight pounds and $250 lighter, but also secure in the knowledge that at least I wasn’t gonna die.


  

  The Meltdown

  Nicole Green                Northbound

  Walasi-Yi Inn, GA

  December 28, 2010

  Trekking the first 30 miles, we’ve met quite a few Southbounders (SOBOs) who are near to finishing their journey. Our conversations with them remind me constantly that the trail is not just one thing; it is many things to many people.

  For us, this section of the trail is a beginning, but for them it’s the end. One section may be a wicked mountain ascent for me and a jolly day hike down a hill for someone else.

  Around six days into our actual hiking we met a newlywed couple called Ragamuffin and Mega Mo. They had some advice to pass on to us:

  Never decide to leave the trail in town or on a bad day.

  You will have bad days.

  You will cry.

  It will get better.

  These words were especially helpful to me, since three days into our hike, I had a major meltdown. One mountain after another broke my spirit and wore me down until I finally fell down in tears crying, “I can’t do this. I hate this. I want to go home.”

  A lot of people don’t talk about those experiences, but many have them. Something like fifty percent of people who try to thu-hike don’t make it out of Georgia. It’s not that those fifty percent couldn’t do it and the other fifty percent could. It’s that the second fifty percent chose to keep going.

  The things that kept me going were the following: Pete, my family, and you, the readers of my blog.

  Pete was very mad when I said I wanted to stop. Understandably. I was leaving not just the trail, but him, too. He came with me to town and asked me to at least sleep on my decision. I agreed.

  All I wanted was to go home and spend the holidays with my family. I justified that I could leave, spend the holidays at home, and come back later when it would be warmer and “easier.”

  But I knew in my heart that if I left, I’d probably never come back. And I knew my family would rather I keep working at this goal, despite how much they missed me.

  At the time, I’d just started to write regularly and get feedback from readers. I hated the idea of letting them down by giving up.

  After a restless night, I realized that if I left then, I would have lost. I would have done with this trip exactly what I’ve done with the rest of my life, skated through on the path of least resistance.

  I told Pete that I would commit to getting at least to Helen, where our first food drop was supposed to be. (Only 50 miles into our 2,178 mile trip.)

  We’ve hiked four days since we left that hotel, and despite cold weather with a still insufficient sleeping bag and an Achilles heel injury that has us taking yet more zero-mile days, I have been happier on the trail than I could have imagined. Following that rule of not giving up on a bad day reminds you that there are more good days than bad and gives you just enough extra energy to make it to the next summit.

  Then, as you keep hiking, each summit becomes a reward in itself.

  I may not end up finishing the whole trail; we’ll see. I want to, but what I know I will do is follow the guidelines. I am committed to trying to get out of Georgia. I will not stop on a bad day. I will continue to challenge myself to do even more than I ever thought possible. I will hike as long as I choose to, but if I stop it won’t be because “I can’t.” It will be because I make a choice.

  As it stands, this trail has strengthened me already, and I see why people continue to come back over and over again.


  

  Snow, Slush, Ice, Mud, and FUN!

  Amanda Redpath (Veggie)                Northbound

  Hiawassee, GA

  March 9, 2010

  Dude: Howdy

  Me: Hey

  Dude: If you see a dog with a collar, let people know, I lost one of them.

  Me: Well, you have seven more, how many people are you dog walking for?

  Dude: I’m hoooog huntin’.

  Me: How do you hog hunt? I didn’t know there were hogs up here.

  Dude: They ain’t supposed ta be. That’s awhy I’m huntin ‘em. [Something I couldn’t understand in thick southern accent.] Weeell, ya let the dawgs out ‘n they bay ‘em, then I shoot ‘em.

  Me: Uh huh, have a good day now.

  Well, it has been an interesting ten-ish days now and we are in Hiawassee. Georgia, almost to the North Carolina border. We started out going up the approach trail after eating as much fresh fruit and mate as I could fit in my stomach on March 1st. It was just about one of those rare, perfect hiking days with no mud and a bright blue sky; the temperature was around 60 degrees with a slight breeze.

  We stayed in Springer shelter that night. During the night, we got hit with a blizzard. The prediction: 1 to 3 inches. Reality: 6 to 10 with some fun 3-foot drifts. I had a BLAST. It was just like hiking in the Adirondacks, but in Georgia. As I watched everyone freak out in the morning, I just snuggled back into my sleeping back until the wind died down enough to make breakfast. The next few 10-degreeish nights were a hell of a lot of fun in a 20-degree sleeping bag.

  Mom didn’t seem to enjoy the snow as much as I did, as I made some snow creatures, wrote messages with my hiking poles, and constantly measured the depth. Apparently, many people went off the trail quite quickly because this amount of snow is not normal in Georgia. Whatever, I still had fun. Although the second day, I did burst out laughing because I didn’t think karma could get you a year and a half later. I was walking until this branch/bush thing and my pack nudged it sending a large lump of snow on my head. All I could think about was when that happened to Jeremy and I laughed my ass off. Ha. Ok.

  The past four days, the temperature has been in the 50s and 60s and awesome, but all the snow has not melted. There are some large icy chucks on the sides of mountains and some slick slush mud mix.

  In a conversation with dad . . .

  Me: Hey dad, guess what?

  Dad: What?

  Me: Remember when we did that 7 mile “rim trail” on the Grand Canyon and we were having fun running around and mom was freaking out?

  Dad: Yeah, of course, we had to chase your hat.

  Me: Mom still freaks out on the sides of mountains or things that drop off.

  Dad: (Laughs) That so now?

  Other than that, we are meeting some characters, including a dude with a large Coleman stove and 4 pounds of bacon named Kentucky and another with frozen blue jeans named Cotton. Enough said there. Oh, and the many others.

  Right now I have to go check to switch my laundry because I’m writing this with a towel wrapped around my waist and my checkered scarf around the top. They are my new “laundry clothes.” Pictures will not be on the internet.

  Peace and happy trails!


  

  One Last State

  John Pugh (Johnny Swank)                Southbound

  Hiawassee, Georgia

  Jan 7, 2001

  I’m sitting in a Laundromat in Hiawassee, Georgia, making a laughingly vain attempt to get the funk out of my clothes. Having not seen a washing machine in more than a week, all my clothes, not to mention myself, were in dire need of a thorough cleaning.

  I don’t know much about Hiawassee other than: It’s located in north Georgia; the entire town seemingly shuts down on Sundays; and, most importantly, it’s about 67 miles from Springer Mountain and the end of my journey.

  The weather the past few days has been beautiful, with highs at times reaching 40 degrees. I knew my sense of temperature was gone when, on seeing my thermometer read 25 degrees the other morning, I was thinking, “Today’s going to be a scorcher.”

  One thing this trip has taught me is that everything is just a matter of perspective and attitude. If I can feel my fingers and toes, then everything’s cool. (God, that’s a horrible pun, but again, I’m just going to roll with it.)

  Right now I’m wearing my last pair of semi-clean but very dark socks. My theory is that they’ll act as little heat sinks on my feet, soaking up and storing all those blessed BTUs for the coming days. Only time will tell how much this dubious plan will work.

  Another thing I’ve learned out here on the tundra of the AT is the awesome power of man’s ability to reset and adapt to the harshness of his environment. Case in point: One night a few weeks ago, a few hikers and I were talking about the sometimes gruesome reality of having to leave the relative warmth of your sleeping bag to go to the bathroom (Bathroom? How about the woods?) in the middle of the night.

  The only way I can describe this most horrible event is that it is analogous to going back through the birth process again, leaving the warmth and security of your sleeping bag to go out into the shockingly cold, cruel world. Indeed, when it’s 5 degrees outside and the wind is howling, it is truly like getting a smack on the butt. Many, many nights I’ve stayed in my bag for what seemed like hours in self-denial that my bladder was the size of a basketball, yet unable to will myself out of my sleeping bag. “Should I stay or should I go now?” I think, “If I stay, there’s no way I’ll be able to sleep, even while gritting my teeth until I have a headache. If I go, I will surely freeze.” I bounced around a few ideas.

  
    	Stop drinking water—no bathroom needed. Upside: Get to stay in sleeping bag. Downside: Death by dehydration.

    	Get fitted with catheter and associated ankle bag. Upside: Get to stay in bag. Downside: Line to bag may freeze, causing blockage and severe discomfort; unbalanced walking from only having a bladder bag on one ankle.

    	Purchase one extra water bottle. Urinate in bottle as necessary at night. Upside: Get to stay in bag. Downside: Emptying bottle in morning; mistaking said bottle for drinking water in middle of night, leading to foul breath or worse.

  

  I met two hearty souls yesterday at a shelter. They had started their own thruhikes heading northbound on New Year’s Day. I gave them such scholarly, sage advice as, “Dude, don’t sweat this hike. Just take your time and be flexible.” Also, “Hey man, you’ve got to get off the trail and hit the all-you-can-eat buffet at the Shoney’s in Franklin. It rocks.”

  It’s interesting to see some folks going through the same doubts, questions, and considerations at the beginning of their journeys as I did. This whole trip has been one long learning experience, not only about the nuts and bolts of functioning on the trail, but more importantly and more valuable, about myself. For me, the journey on “the trail between the ears” has been as meaningful, if not more so, as the trail itself.

  I finally crossed my last state border into Georgia yesterday. It wasn’t much of a crossing, just a small sign tacked to a tree near Bly Gap. No brass band. No fireworks. Regis Philbin wasn’t even there to interview me. None of that was necessary, though. Just the rush of coming across that line after many months of effort was reward enough. I hope I didn’t wake any bears with my hollering.

  Honestly, it did feel great. I sort of visualized in my mind that I might be sort of bummed out at this signal that the trip was coming closer to finality, but that hasn’t come to pass. Like all things, this journey too must come to an end, at least in the physical sense.

  Emotionally, I almost feel the journey is just beginning, like a huge door of possibilities I’ve always held within myself has just opened. It intrigues me to actually see and acknowledge that thought. As I’ve said, being out here has given me copious amounts of time to think, to feel, and to breathe in life and become much more aware of myself and my place in the universe.

  The snow that once completely covered the hills is starting to recede a bit. Below 3,500 feet, I’m actually walking on bare ground for the most part. I’ve become much more aware of which side of the mountain the trail crosses. On the side with a southern exposure, much of the snow and ice has almost completely melted away, while the more northerly exposures have seen little change. This makes it a little difficult to estimate how long a given mile will take to cover, but most of the time the more conservative time is accurate.

  My worst-case scenario puts me at the end of the trail about 4 or 5 days from now. I almost cringe to even say that, but if this little stretch of warmer weather holds, everything should work out fine. Or as a buddy of mine I’ve met out here (Compañero) and I say, “No matter what happens, it’s going to work out.”

  The rain that was forecasted has come in with a vengeance. It should clear out by tomorrow afternoon, though. All this rain will either:

  
    	Help melt some more of the snow off, making hiking easier.

    	Freeze solid at night, resulting in me doing a 65-mile ice skating race à la Eric Heiden.

  

  The only certainty is that I will be very, very damp for the next couple of days. Wet possibly, but damp certainly.

  This section of trail is blessed with several outstanding views. In particular, the summits at Wayah Bald, Albert Mountain, and Standing Indian Mountain were spectacular. My favorite, though, was probably from the observation tower at Wesser Bald. In and of itself, the view was impressive, but I happened to hike across the top just at sunset to the most remarkable display of colors I’ve seen in a long, long time. The deep reds, vibrant oranges, and many shades of purple came together in an intense mixture that seemed to shimmer and melt into each other. Very cool. Very cool indeed.

  I took several photographs, but a picture can’t capture that perfect moment in time. After watching the sun go down, I still had five miles to cover. These miles seemed to fly by. The temperature started to fall in its familiar pattern. The wind stayed calm, so much so that every footstep in snow magnified in intensity. I could feel the beating of my heart, my lungs filing with air, and every part of my body felt so incredibly alive.

  Hiking late in the day like that often brings me such moments. Dawn and dusk have been my favorite times of the day to hike, although the prospect of leaving my sleeping bag before the sun comes up doesn’t seem likely to happen again anytime soon.

  Well, the laundry’s done and so am I. I just about smell April fresh for the moment. One advantage of being out here when it’s cold is that the cold keeps the funk down. Mind you—not all funk is bad funk. George Clinton sees to that, but James Brown got there first

  Anyway, I’m going to hike to the Mexican restaurant in town now and pound down something like 100,000 calories, if I can. Sounds like a plan.

   

  Take care,

  Johnny Swank


  

  I’ll Be Your Personal Cheerleader

  Nicole Green                Northbound

  Franklin, NC

  February 6, 2011

  Those of you reading my blog regularly know that I’ve had a few struggles on this trip. I’ve questioned my ability to do this and needed a whole lot of encouragement from Pete to keep going. It feels good, for once, to be writing a blog about the other side of the situation.

  After our eight-day stay in Franklin, Pete and I trudged back up the mountain to pick up where we’d had to get off. I hate getting off the mountain for weather, because it usually means backtracking, road walking, and logging a lot of non-AT miles onto our feet. The days we spend hiking that include no white blazes (the marks that designate the Appalachian Trail) are really frustrating for me.

  So when we arrived back at the Standing Indian Shelter for the second time, I expected to simply set up camp, eat a quick dinner as usual, and rack out for the night. Upon arriving, though, we found that we weren’t alone in the shelter (this is unusual for us, winter hiking). Walking up to the three-sided log building, we were met by the faces of two rather dejected-looking men. They’d just started a fire and plopped down in front of it with very little enthusiasm or energy.

  They were up for an annual guys-only weeklong hiking trip, but hadn’t expected their first day to include breaking trail in over a foot of snow. They’d spent a zero day in the shelter and were planning on leaving to go home the next day.

  Over the course of the night, we four sat around the fire, sharing stories, songs, food, and beverage. Luckily, the power that a campfire seems to posses worked its magic. As the night grew darker the guys cheered up and began to laugh and tell stories about other trips they’d taken. The crackle and pop of wet logs accented the lighter mood and served as a symbol for our ability to brave the cold of winter hiking. If they can make a fire from frozen logs, I told them, what’s a little snow while they walk?

  I shared my story. I shared the humiliation of breaking down in tears three days in and calling a shuttle to take me off the mountain and into town so I could go home. We all shared stories of sore, wet feet and cold nights and waking up to frost around the mouth of your sleeping bag.

  Slowly, the guys began to realize that there’s always a bad day in most hikes and that the fun of making miles and sitting around a fire and waking up to the most beautiful sunrise you’ve ever seen make it worth the snow and cold and soreness.

  The next morning, as we all packed up and prepared to part ways, they thanked me for being their personal cheerleader and credited me for keeping them on the trail. I was just glad to pay forward the gift that someone else gave to me.
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