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            RAVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Raven Cross was standing alone in a Georgia hotel room.

      On the twin bed in front of her, there was an array of expensive camping equipment – her one-man tent, a mummy-style sleeping bag, a camp stove and compact cooking pot, her trekking poles, a pair of pink Spandex pants and a loose-fitting tank top, a pair of expensive trail-running shoes, several pairs of socks, a couple pounds of food packed neatly in a waterproof, bear-proof bag, and the slim hiking pack that she’d use to carry it all on her back for the next six months.

      Additionally, there were a few dozen cardboard boxes in her parents’ guest room back in Illinois – drop boxes containing all the food, section maps, clean socks and underwear Raven would need along the way, and there were a couple of maps spread across the hotel desk. She’d spent the last hour checking and re-checking her travel plans. Her family thought the idea was more than a little nuts, but Raven was ready for the journey.

      She needed it.

      She was just opening her food bag to double-check the meals that would sustain her during the first week of the trip when she heard a gentle knock on the door.

      “Come in,” she called, and her sister, Annabel, entered. She was just a few years younger than Raven – her fortieth birthday was earlier in the month and the whole family had ordered slices of cake from the hotel restaurant tonight as a belated celebration – but she looked decades younger than Raven’s battle-worn, graying hair and premature wrinkles. “Hey, Anna.”

      “Hi,” she said, coming in and closing the door again behind her. “What are you doing?”

      “Just going over my supplies one last time,” Raven said. Her parents and sister had accompanied her on the eleven-hour drive from Chicago to Gainesville, Georgia, today, and Raven knew that Annabel was still anxious about the whole thing.

      “So this is all you need for six months on the Appalachian Trail, huh?” she asked as she came over to the bed to inspect Raven’s equipment. She picked up a compact Swiss Army knife and flipped open the small blade with a frown.

      Raven knew what she was thinking – that the trail was dangerous for a single woman to hike alone, and moreover, it was too much for a fragile cancer survivor like herself to handle. That was exactly why Raven needed to go on this journey, and she wasn’t in the mood to be coddled on the night before she set out. She ignored Annabel’s concerned look and pointed to the drop boxes stacked along the wall, saying, “This, and all the resupply boxes Mom and Dad are going to ship to me along the way.”

      It had taken her two whole weeks to calculate how much food she’d need and when, and another week to shop for all her equipment and food. She’d labeled each drop box with her name and the address of a post office located at strategic points along the 2,190-mile trail. There was half a year’s worth of freeze-dried vegetables, dried fruit, trail mix, rice, and just-add-water pasta dishes in those boxes.

      Raven had put sticky notes on the side of each box, telling her parents when to send each one to meet her at the right point on the trail, and all of it would require her to follow a finely orchestrated trail itinerary. That was not to mention the fact that she’d been lucky to take a semester-long sabbatical from her teaching job at the university, but she’d need to time her trip carefully to be back in time for the winter semester.

      She took the Swiss Army knife out of Annabel’s hand, closing it and setting it carefully back down on the bed with the rest of her supplies. Everything that went into her pack had been intentionally chosen and Anna had a habit of picking things up in one place and then setting them down somewhere else – she’d done it since they were kids, and since they were kids it had driven Raven up the wall.

      With her hands empty, Annabel plopped down on the other bed – hers for the night - and asked, “Raven, are you sure this trip is a good idea?”

      Here it comes – the concerned look. After three years of trying to come to terms with her new identity as a breast cancer survivor, Raven knew the signs when someone was about to express sympathy for her battle, or worry over her physical capability.

      Sure enough, Annabel’s brow furrowed and she looked sick with worry.

      Raven slumped down on the bed beside her, wrapping her arms around her sister’s shoulders. Annabel lived all the way across the country in Seattle, and Raven knew she felt bad that she wasn’t here when Raven and her parents were struggling through her treatment. Annabel still thought of Raven as sick and vulnerable, even though she’d been cancer-free for two years, because she’d been frozen in her mind at that ugly point in their lives.

      That was one very big reason why she needed to conquer the Appalachian Trail – to prove that she could.

      “It’s not as dangerous as most people think,” Raven said. “Did you know there have only been eleven murders on the Appalachian Trail since the 1970s? That’s an insanely low crime rate – I’d have better odds on the AT than I do staying in Chicago for the same time period.”

      “I just can’t stop thinking about you out there all by yourself,” Annabel said, putting her head on Raven’s shoulder.

      “I won’t be by myself,” Raven tried to comfort her. “Thousands of people hike the trail every year. A lot of them are solo hikers, and plenty of them are women. I’ll be running into other hikers all the time, and it’s not like I’m dropping off the face of the earth for the next six months. I’ll call you every time I get to a trail town to pick up one of my drop boxes.”

      “Which you’re going to hitchhike into,” Annabel said. “Lord only knows what happens to female hitchhikers in the mountains…”

      “Nothing happens to them,” Raven said. “Look, I promise I won’t hitchhike alone if you promise not to tell Mom that I’m planning to hitch rides.”

      That was one detail that Raven had left out when she was telling her parents about the trip. They’d been skeptical like Annabel at first, but when Raven explained why hiking the trail was so important to her, they made an effort to suppress their concerns and be supportive instead. Raven, in turn, had chosen to gloss over a couple of the more worrying details – she knew that she’d be fine, but after everything they’d gone through since her diagnosis just over three years ago, her mom had turned into a bit of a worrier.

      “What about…” Annabel sighed and looked down at her lap, and Raven felt her dinner growing dense in her stomach. Here it comes. “What about your health?”

      “No more of a concern than any other hiker’s,” Raven said confidently, straightening her posture for effect. “Tomorrow is my two-year anniversary and the perfect day to start a new adventure. Anna, I feel like I’ve been walking around with a flashing neon sign over my head that says Breast Cancer Survivor. That’s me, but it’s not all of me. I’m forty-five years old, in good health, I’ve got a good job and a wonderful, supportive family. I don’t want to be defined by that label anymore.”

      “I know,” Annabel said. “I just worry about you.”

      “And that’s exactly why I need to go,” Raven said. “Anna, listen to me. I’ll be fine.”

      “Okay,” her sister said. She still looked worried, but she did her best to put on a brave face. “I’m going to go see what Mom and Dad are up to.”

      “Probably raiding the mini-bar in their room,” Raven joked. “You know how wild they get on vacation.”

      Annabel smirked, then said, “Come join us when you’re ready. I don’t get to visit very often and I’d like to hang out before you disappear for six months.”

      “I’m not disappearing,” Raven reassured her. “But I’ll be there in a few minutes.”
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            KIT

          

        

      

    

    
      Kit Davis was bored at her desk on a Friday afternoon.

      She was bored a lot of the time at this job. It was a contract position working on a data entry project, and she worked much faster and more efficiently than the other people in her temporarily assigned department. That wasn’t a very good strategy for a temp worker to have – she knew that the longer she could draw out this project, the longer she’d have a job at Baker and Price Accounting. But was it a job worth having?

      There was almost an hour left in the work week and she’d run out of work to do just before lunch. She was waiting for her boss, Randall, to come up with another project for her, and in the meantime, she was playing Candy Crush on her phone and not bothering to look busy.

      After all, it wasn’t her fault she had nothing to do. She worked fast and that was one of the things the temp agency liked about her.

      What she liked about the agency – and about mindless data entry jobs like this one – was the fact that she was free to move on whenever she pleased. Being tied down had never suited her much. She’d tried it only once since she finished college almost a decade ago, and it had ended disastrously.

      She was absorbed in her game – Level 147 was a bitch and a half – when Randall popped his nearly-bald head over the wall of her cubicle and said, “Kit, can you come with me?”

      “Sure,” she said with a smile. “Am I in trouble?”

      Randall didn’t laugh and Kit wondered if he was pissed about the Candy Crush. She slipped her phone into the back pocket of her work slacks, then followed him. They weaved through the maze of cubicles on the production floor, then down a hall that led to the administrative offices. Randall stopped outside the door to the Human Resources director’s office, waving Kit in.

      A humorless trip to HR on a Friday afternoon – Kit had worked enough temp jobs in the last five years to know where this was going, and now she knew why Randall hadn’t bothered to give her a new assignment after lunch. Baker and Price Accounting was done with her.

      Maybe the next temp job will be a little livelier, she thought as she went into the room and sat down in a small chair opposite the HR director’s desk. She was pretty sure the woman’s name was Melissa – it had been less than three months ago when she’d been in this room filling out her new hire paperwork, tax forms, and emergency contact information.

      “Hi, Katherine,” Melissa said with a practiced, mildly sympathetic smile.

      “Kit,” she corrected her. She’d always considered Katherine to be far too formal, and she certainly never felt like a girly Katie or a responsible Kathy. She settled on Kit in elementary school and never looked back.

      “Of course,” Melissa smiled.

      Randall sat down in the empty chair beside Kit and she knit her brows. She’d been let go quite a few times since she started taking temp jobs and the bosses always left her at the door to HR. What was he doing?

      Despite Randall’s presence, the meeting went about as Kit expected. Melissa told her that she’d done all the work Baker and Price had for her and thanked her for her help. Kit zoned out toward the middle of Melissa’s speech because she’d heard it so many times before, thinking instead about how she’d have to give the temp agency a call on Monday and pray for an interesting placement next time. Accounting never really got her blood pumping, although the closest she’d gotten to a ledger at this job was digitizing the company’s old, pre-computer files.

      Then Randall reached behind him and pushed the office door closed, regaining Kit’s attention. That was new.

      He looked at her with an abundance of concern in his big puppy dog eyes, then said, “Kit, it’s been a pleasure working with you and I want to take this opportunity to give you a few pointers for your career, if I may.”

      Kit raised her eyebrows, then said, “Knock yourself out.”

      “You do good work,” he said. “You’re fast and highly accurate. If I had a position open on my team, I’d definitely consider extending you an offer for full-time employment, as I know you’ve been bumping around the temp job pool for some time.”

      “Thank you,” Kit said. Not that she’d take it – she liked her freedom. But she felt a but coming and she glanced at Melissa, hoping to avoid it.

      No such luck.

      “But,” Randall said. “I think you’ll find that you’re much more hirable if you take a bit more initiative. You don’t always have to wait for me to tell you what to do.”

      Kit gave him a skeptical look and asked, “How can anyone take ownership of data entry? Either there’s work to be done or there isn’t.”

      Randall ignored this comment, which was too snarky to be considered professional. It was clear that he thought he was delivering nuggets of wisdom, things that had never crossed Kit’s impressionable mind. She looked young – everyone told her she had a baby face – and that meant all sorts of people had the urge to take her under their wing and dispense advice, whether it was desired or not.

      “Well, over the last couple of months I’ve observed you spending quite a lot of time at the water cooler, so to speak,” Randall went on. “Coffee breaks, bathroom breaks, checking your phone – all that time adds up. There’s a time to socialize at work, and that time is lunch.”

      “Didn’t you just say I do good work and I’m fast?” Kit asked, struggling hard not to roll her eyes. This was one of the reasons she appreciated the transience of temp work – she couldn’t imagine being stuck with a guy like Randall for an entire career. “Who cares if I take a break as long as the work gets done? Do you know how much eye strain is involved in staring at spreadsheets all day long?”

      She crossed her arms defensively in front of her chest. It was cruel and unusual to be let go on account of her commendable efficiency, then lectured about her work ethic in the next breath. It was clear that Melissa wasn’t going to come to her aid any time soon, so Kit just sat back in her chair and waited for Randall to finish.

      “I’m just trying to help,” he said. “I know from your resume that you’ve got a bachelor’s degree in anthropology, and while I’m sure that’s not the most marketable background in the world, you certainly seem bright enough to land a full-time job somewhere and stop working the temp circuit. I just hope you’ll take what I’ve said to heart for the sake of your career.”

      “Thanks,” Kit said grudgingly. She’d liked Randall prior to this moment, despite a few managerial quirks that were par for the course. Now, he thought he knew her and she didn’t particularly want to look at him.

      “Well,” Melissa said, squirming slightly in her seat. “Baker and Price thanks you for your help with the digitization project. Are you ready to wrap things up?”

      “Yes, I am,” Kit said, managing to regain her professional composure.

      “I hope you understand, but it’s company policy to escort you out of the building,” Melissa said. “I’ll call security to take you back to your cubicle so that you can collect your things.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Kit said. “There’s nothing there I need.”

      She couldn’t wait to get out of this stifling building. Two more hours and her girlfriend, Sam, would be done with work, and the two of them could spend the whole weekend snuggling up on Sam’s couch, watching B movies and forgetting about Kit’s joblessness before she picked herself up by the bootstraps and started fresh on Monday.

      Kit didn’t even have much at her desk – two months was hardly enough time to start putting down roots. Thus, she could either let a security guard escort her to her desk and turn her into a spectacle for an entire company of strangers, or Kit could cut her losses and leave the contents of her desk behind. It was basically just a coffee mug and a picture of her and Sam visiting Chimney Rock that she’d had framed and given her on their six-month anniversary. Kit could print another, and buy a new frame.

      She got up and Randall frowned.

      “Come on, don’t be like that,” he said. “I’m just trying to help you.”

      “What makes you think I need help?” Kit asked, standing tall.

      She opened the office door and Melissa picked up her phone receiver, probably alerting security just in case Kit decided to steal any corporate wall art on the way out of the building. From the corner of her eye, she could see Randall following her into the hall. He didn’t pursue her, though, and she didn’t look back as she went through the front doors and into the parking lot.

      It was a brisk March afternoon and the wind whipped across the open parking lot. Kit shivered, realizing there was one more thing at her desk – her winter coat. It was fine. She could buy a new one of those, too. It wasn’t worth the humiliation of going back.

      She marched quickly to her truck, climbing into the driver’s seat and turning on the heat as she fired up the ignition and headed for Sam’s apartment to wait for her.
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        * * *

      

      Sam’s car was already parked in its customary spot outside of her townhouse apartment when Kit got there. She checked the time – it was still not quite five o’clock – and, confused, she went inside. She couldn’t wait to snuggle into Sam’s arms and tell her all about the mean things Randall said to her. Sam was a nurturer and she’d make Kit feel better about it.

      But when she opened the apartment door, Kit found Sam waiting on the couch, her posture somewhat tense and unnatural. She was still wearing the starched white button-up shirt and crisp A-line skirt that she’d adopted as her work uniform, but her low-heeled shoes were laying on the floor by the entrance and her eyes were red.

      “Who died?” Kit asked, only half-joking.

      “Sit down,” Sam said, pointing to the loveseat that sat catty-corner to the couch rather than inviting Kit to sit down beside her. “We need to talk.”

      “What’s wrong?” Kit asked, nervous butterflies forming in her stomach.

      At work, she had known exactly what was coming as soon as Randall pointed her into the HR office, and it was becoming more clear by the moment what was about to happen here.

      “Sit,” Sam repeated, tucking an errant strand of long, dark hair behind her ear. She looked like she’d been crying, and Kit did as she was asked, sinking into the loveseat. Sam looked down at her hands, twisting anxiously in her lap. Then she said, “I don’t really know how to say this.”

      Kit nodded.

      Sam didn’t need to say anymore. She knew a break-up talk when she heard it, whether from another temp job or from her girlfriend of nine months. Suddenly, Kit felt herself going cold – turning off. The rich, chestnut brown of Sam’s hair seemed duller, and Kit was utterly unmoved by the faint dimple in her cheek that used to send a little jolt of desire through her every time it appeared.

      She didn’t need Sam, and she didn’t need that job.

      “You’re breaking up with me,” she said, sparing Sam the trouble.

      Sam finally looked up, meeting Kit’s eyes, and that was all the confirmation she needed. She was crying, her mascara beginning to run down her cheeks, and Kit thought in a removed, curious sort of way that this was a very bad day.

      She was just opening her mouth to tell Sam she’d been let go at the accounting company when she said, “I’m sorry. It’s just that you and I are at such different stages in our lives. We’re in our thirties and you still act like you’re in your early twenties most of the time. I’ve been trying to wait for you to be ready for commitment, moving in together, maybe even marriage down the line, but you’re no different than the day I met you. You squirm every time I even say the M word – you did it just now.”

      “I’m sorry I’m not ready to rent the U-Haul,” Kit said sarcastically. “You act like thirty-four is one or two birthdays away from the old age home. Forgive me if I’ve still got a lot more life to live.”

      When they’d first begun dating, Kit thought it was cute how grown-up Sam was, and she’d enjoyed playing house for a while. She slept over at Sam’s apartment a few nights a week, and they’d do adult things like buying expensive groceries for romantic dinners at home, and double-dating with Sam’s married friends, and weekend get-aways to cabins in the Blue Ridge Mountains nearby.

      It stopped being fun when Sam started making it known that she wanted more, even though Kit had been very clear from the beginning that she had no more to give. At least, she thought she’d been clear. It was only a matter of time before they reached this very moment.

      “I love you,” Sam said. “I really do. But I think it’s best for both of us if we take a break for a while until we can get on the same page about where we’re headed.”

      “Until I can get on your page, you mean,” Kit corrected. Why was everyone expecting her to be the one to change? Maybe she liked the way things were. “I got fired today.”

      The words came out before she could stop them. She knew it would only make Sam feel worse about this whole thing, but she’d said it anyway.

      “You did?” Sam asked, concern in her voice. “What happened?”

      Kit sighed. “Not fired, exactly. Laid off – I worked myself out of yet another temp job.”

      “Do you want to talk about it?” Sam asked.

      “No,” Kit said. “We’re broken up. It’s not your job to comfort me anymore.”

      “I still care about you, though,” Sam said, and for the first time since she sat down, Kit felt a twinge of sadness.

      She shoved it deep down in her gut and stood up, saying, “I better go. I think we’ve talked enough for one night.”

      “Okay,” Sam said meekly, and for a moment, Kit wanted to go to her. She had a strong urge to fold Sam up in her arms and comfort her – promise her that she could be the person that everyone wanted her to be.

      But that wasn’t Kit.

      That was Katie, or Katherine, or some other girl she didn’t know.

      So she went outside, shivering again, and climbed into her truck. She drove across town to her parents’ house, where she’d moved back to her childhood bedroom about five years ago and hadn’t yet found a good enough reason to move out. What she paid her parents in rent every month for the ten-by-ten-foot room would pay for a shabby studio apartment in Asheville, but the lack of a contract and the ability to get up and leave any time she wanted was priceless – even if Kit didn’t actually go anywhere.

      Now, though?

      There was nothing keeping her here, and she thought she just might go.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            RAVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Raven stood with her parents and sister at the southern approach to the Appalachian Trail. It was March 31st in Georgia, which turned out to be a significantly warmer day than March 31st in Chicago. Raven had her pack on her back – all twenty-five pounds of it - and both her mother and her sister had tears in their eyes.

      They were making a valiant effort to hold them back, but there was no way Raven would set foot on the trail, pushing pause on her life for the next six months, without at least a few tears.

      She’d cried enough in the last three years, though, and tears didn’t come easily to her own eyes now. So she held her chin up and focused on technical details instead, telling her mother, “Don’t forget to send my resupply boxes along. I shipped the first one myself before we left Illinois, but you’ll need to send the second one at the end of this week to make sure it arrives on time.”

      “You’ve got everything you need, right?” her mom asked. “Food, maps, first aid supplies, the confirmation numbers for your motel bookings along the way?”

      “It’s all in the pack,” Raven said. “Or else in the drop boxes back home. If I forgot anything, there will be grocery stores and outdoor shops along the way.”

      There was no way she’d forgotten anything, though. She’d done long hikes before – just never quite this long – and she knew what to pack. Plus, she’d inventoried all her supplies at least a half-dozen times in the weeks leading up to the trip. Any nervous energy she felt about her ability to conquer the Appalachian Mountains was immediately channeled into meticulously organizing her supplies.

      Raven put her arm around her mom’s shoulder, pulling her into a side hug, and then looked at her sister. Annabel had been quiet on the short drive from Gainesville to the starting point of the trail on Springer Mountain.

      So had their dad, but then again, that was just his way. He stood beside Mom with one hand on her shoulder, providing silent comfort, and it reminded Raven of how he’d been the family’s rock while she was undergoing surgery and the subsequent radiation treatment. He always complemented Mom’s worrying and Annabel’s big emotions, and he gave Raven the strength to be brave even when she felt like breaking.

      “You guys going to survive without me?” she asked, laughing to break the tension.

      “Call often,” Annabel said. “Otherwise I’ll worry.”

      “I can’t call too often,” Raven reminded her. “There are no power outlets on the mountain, so I have to conserve my phone battery as much as possible. I’ll call you every time I go into a trail town to resupply.”

      That meant she’d be out of communication with her family - and the rest of the world, for that matter – for about five days at a time, all the way up the trail. She’d have cell reception at certain points along the trail, where there were no trees and lots of open sky, which was good in case of an emergency but she’d have to save her battery for when she needed it.

      Raven talked to her parents every single day, and she called or texted her sister almost as often. She knew it might be lonely on the trail, but she was also looking forward to having the room to breathe the fresh mountain air and be on her own.

      She needed to regain a little independence and a sense of herself.

      “I better hit the trail,” Raven said, glancing into the woods.

      There was a big stone archway and a paved path leading into the park that would carry her to the southern terminus of the Appalachian Trail. A few other hikers had approached and disappeared into the park since Raven and her family arrived, and she was beginning to feel itchy to start her journey. Goodbyes were always hard and drawing them out only made things worse.

      “I need to get going if I want to get to the first shelter by nightfall,” she said, squeezing her mother into a tighter hug before letting her go and reaching for her sister. Raven felt a few hot tears melting into the fabric of her shirt as Annabel cried quietly in her arms, and then she held her at arm’s length and said, “I’m going to be fine, and you’ll all be meeting me in Bangor before you know it.”

      Annabel nodded and Mom dug into her purse, pulling out her digital camera. “Let’s get a picture of you standing at the entrance.”

      Raven struck a pose beneath the stone archway. The official beginning of the Appalachian Trail was about eight miles further up, marked by a bronze plaque of a hiker and bearing the inscription, A footpath for those who seek fellowship with the Wilderness. Raven would have to take her own photograph of that particular milestone, and from there until Maine, she would follow the white blazes painted on the trees to mark her journey.

      She wondered how many other hikers had stood in this exact place and struck the same pose before her. She’d registered herself at the Trail Conservancy Center earlier in the day and she was now thru-hiker number 932 for the year.

      Her mom put away the camera and Raven gave everyone another round of hugs, then said, “I’ll call you when I get to Helen.”

      “Have fun, sweetie,” her dad said as he encircled her in his large, protective arms.

      She felt a lump form in her throat then, and when her mom told her she loved her, a few tears escaped down Raven’s cheeks.

      “I love you, too,” she said, her voice cracking slightly. “I’ll see you in six months, okay?”

      Then she turned and walked through the archway, adjusting her pack on her back as the tears continued to fall down her cheeks. They didn’t last long, as she breathed deeply of the mountain air and felt the sun on her face. With every step forward, she was shedding her old identity and becoming someone new – someone stronger, someone who could take a terrible event in her life and turn it into a beautiful new adventure.
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        * * *

      

      Raven spent her first day on the trail enjoying the sounds and sights of nature – the birds chirping in the trees above her and the crunch of gravel beneath her feet as the paved portion of the trail gradually made way to the worn dirt path of the AT. She passed a few hikers and was passed by a few more, and even though she wasn’t used to carrying twenty-five pounds on her back just yet, she’d never felt less burdened.

      At the end of the day, she arrived at the Hawk Mountain Shelter, the first of many along the trail. Raven had covered an ambitious sixteen miles on her first day and tomorrow, her feet and thighs would be hurting. She’d done her best to break in her trail runners before she arrived on the mountain, and she’d done a few local hikes around the Chicago area to get back into the hiking form of her younger days, but there was nothing like the first day on a real mountain trail. She knew there would be aches and pains, and she welcomed them as proof that she was alive, she was here, and her body was capable.

      Tomorrow, she’d do another thirteen miles. She’d mapped out the entire trip down to the day and she was planning on averaging twelve to fifteen miles a day all the way to the northern terminus on Mount Katahdin in Maine.

      As she approached the shelter, which was nothing more than a large wooden platform, open on one side and covered with a roof to protect hikers from the elements, she noticed that there was already quite a party going on. There were at least a dozen hikers setting up tents outside of the platform or cooking their dinners over camp stoves, and a trio of young men were sitting atop a picnic table with a bulging cooler bag between them.

      “Incoming!” one of them called when he spotted Raven. He seemed to be in his early twenties, and at first glance, Raven wouldn’t have taken him for a serious hiker. He wore a cotton tie-dyed t-shirt, his blonde hair was long and shaggy, and he pushed off the picnic table to join Raven as she reached the edge of camp. “Another thru-hiker?”

      “Yeah,” she said, looking over his shoulder as his friends watched their exchange. If she were younger and more naïve, she might be worried that this kid was here to hit on her, but Raven was good at giving off the not interested vibe – particularly to men, although in the last couple of years since her surgery, she’d shut herself off to women as well.

      “Where are you from?” the kid asked.

      “Illinois,” she answered. He led her over to the picnic table and she followed because by now she was looking for an excuse to take off her pack. The straps were chafing her sides and she knew that was something she’d get used to over the next two-thousand miles, but for now she could use a break. “What about you?”

      “Jersey,” the kid said. He was practically bouncing back to the table, full of youthful exuberance that would probably be sufficient all on its own to get him up the trail. As Raven let her pack fall on the bench of the picnic table, he asked, “What’s your name?”

      “Raven,” she said, extending her hand to him. Instead of shaking it, he reached into the cooler bag and pulled out a cold can of beer, slapping it into her palm with a grin.

      “I’m Dodger,” he said. “And this is my band of Merry Men.”

      One of the other guys rolled his eyes as he held out his hand to Raven, turning to Dodger to say, “I told you that you have it all mixed up. The Artful Dodger is Dickens. The Merry Men are from Robin Hood, and in any case, it makes you sound pretentious.”

      “How can it be pretentious if it’s wrong?” Dodger asked with a gleeful smile, cracking open a new beer of his own.

      Raven just laughed, and the other two introduced themselves. The one who knew his classic literature called himself Eagle Scout, and the third guy – who was already at least two sheets to the wind – said his name was Patrick.

      “I don’t have a trail name yet,” he explained. “This is my first hike.”

      “Oh. Yeah, I don’t have one, either,” Raven said.

      “Well, you can’t name yourself,” Dodger said. “It’s a rule. We could give you a trail name if you want.”

      “Umm, maybe,” Raven said, hedging. She wondered what kind of name a bunch of kids like this would give her. She opened her beer and took a long sip. It was cool and tasted better than any beer she’d had in recent memory, simply because of how refreshing it was after a long day of hiking in the Georgia sun. “Are you guys doing the whole trail?”

      “We’re going to try,” Eagle Scout said. He sounded skeptical and Raven couldn’t blame him.

      “Me too. Well, thanks for the beer,” she said, slinging her pack over one shoulder. “I better set up my tent before nightfall. I’ll talk to you later, okay?”

      The shelter was already full with packs and sleeping bags, but that was okay. Raven was looking forward to the calm solitude of her little one-man tent. While she set it up, she watched the people around her. There were hikers of all ages, some looking like they were at the peak of their physical prowess and others who would shed fat stores along with other unnecessary things along the trail. Some of them stuck close to each other – probably hiking in pairs or groups like Dodger and his men – and there were a couple other solo hikers keeping to themselves like Raven.

      A few more hikers trickled in and Dodger greeted each of them with a cold beer – their first taste of trail magic on the long journey ahead. That cooler bag must have been hell to lug all the way up here, but the beer was just what Raven needed to unwind at the end of her first day’s hike.
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        * * *

      

      The next couple of days went by much faster than Raven expected. The days began to blend together in a good way, and her feet and thighs grew accustomed to the drastic increase in physical activity.

      Raven learned to appreciate every delicious bite of the food that sustained her body, as well as every beautiful view and moment of solitude along the way. She passed a lot of other hikers – the beginning of the trail was full of bright-eyed people at the beginnings of their own individual journeys. Some of them told her their stories, like the newlywed couple who were section hiking during their honeymoon, and the retired Marine who was using the trail to decompress
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