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Part I: Listening and Learning


Closure
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Pain knifes through my right knee and shin with every downhill step, as if a tiny blade is being driven in and out of my leg. 

I don’t remember injuring myself—there’s no swelling, no bruise—just relentless agony, since the pain suddenly appeared a few days ago on my very first backpacking trip. I’ve been limping for ninety miles with my trekking poles as crutches.

I came out here to do something big, something for myself, and if I have to drag my damn leg all the way to Maine, so be it.

Then, at Lemon Gap, I see it.

A crisp white sheet of paper stapled to a tree.

I already know what it says. 

I will myself to look away as I hike past the tree, so I can pretend I don’t know about it. 

But I can’t help it. Any time I see words I have to read them and by the time I pass the paper the words have inscribed themselves into my brain.

WARNING HIKERS!

The indefinite closure of the Appalachian Trail goes into effect on April 1st.

Leave the trail immediately.

Tomorrow.

It’s over.

My stomach twists. I need this hike.

I think back to November 2019, to the night everything unraveled.

“You know how it is, Astrid.” I forced a laugh, swirling the cold tea in my mug. “I put everything into making homeschooling fun, and the kids still hate it.”

My friend Astrid said nothing, just watched me. Holger sat across from me, rubbing his chin. I turned to him. 

“Be honest. I’ve begged you for years to choose something we could do together. Anything. And in seventeen years of marriage, you came up with nothing? Really?” My throat burned, but I refused to cry. 

Holger exhaled. “I don’t have time for hobbies.”

I scoffed. “Right. Except for your project boat and your afternoon beer. You have time for what you make time.”

I stepped over a nail gun on my way to the microwave, kicking aside sawdust and scattered tools. “Look at this house. Holes in the floors, chaos everywhere.” I slammed my tea into the microwave harder than necessary. “When was the last time we took the kids anywhere? Three years. Because every free minute is spent on this damn house.”

Nobody said anything.

So, I kept going. “All these fucking moves. I loved my job at the castle. You wanted to move. Not me. Not the kids.”

I slumped into a chair, pressing my hands against my forehead. “I don’t understand why I have to be sad all the time. Why my brain is wired this way. I don’t want to keep existing just to suffer.”

This wasn’t new. For years I’d been carrying the weight of keeping everything running...all while hiding how thinly stretched I felt. I had learned to keep going long after my reserves were gone. Holger and the kids saw my strength, but they never saw the cracks forming underneath. 

The silence was suffocating.

Then Astrid, calm as ever, asked, “What would make you happy?”

There was nothing inside me.

Holger leaned forward. “Well... you’ve always wanted to hike the Appalachian Trail.”

It surprised me, honestly, that he remembered. It was proof that care was there, even if neither of us knew how to show it then. 

That dream had been buried under years of exhaustion, shoved so far down I had forgotten it was mine.

Astrid didn’t hesitate. “If you went on that journey, you’d be gone—but not forever.”

The thought was absurd. Impossible. I had never hiked a single night in the wilderness. But the words felt like a match to dry kindling.

“I’ll think about it,” I murmured.

The next morning, Holger handed me my cappuccino. “Have you thought about what Astrid said?”

I stared into the cup, the warmth grounding me for the first time in months. “I want to try.” My voice was barely audible.

Holger sat beside me. “Then we’ll make it happen.”

On the trail, I trip over a root and barely catch myself with my trekking poles. The pain in my knee flares, but it doesn’t matter anymore. 

The forest is surprisingly quiet. The straight tree trunks seem so orderly. The dirt path under me has two directions, backward or forward. Life is simple out here. I hear Astrid’s words resonating in my head. You would be gone but not forever.

Everything I have touched in life was tied to the cooperation of others: my children, my husband, friends, clients, the dog. One thing that attracted me about hiking the Appalachian Trail is that my success would depend on me alone. On my physical and mental strength and my endurance.

And now, it’s being ripped away.

I feel cheated.

My pain, my exhaustion—none of it is the real obstacle anymore. I laugh bitterly, remembering how I thought my chronic back pain would be my biggest challenge. Not a global shutdown and the first total closure of the AT.

I feel exhausted more from stress than the uphill climb and stop at a small campsite to process the loss. 

My wrists itch from poison ivy where my gardening gloves didn’t reach. I rub and scratch over the bandage. 

The weight pressing on my chest is heavier than my pack.

Eagle Eye and Point, a friendly couple from New Hampshire, I met last night pass by.

“Did you see the warning?” I ask.

“Oh, yeah,” Eagle Eye nods.

“We can’t wait to get to Hot Springs to see what’s actually happening,” Point adds.

I watch them disappear into the trees and brace myself for another problem—Happy Tree. 

I met him yesterday while filtering water, and he’d made his intentions clear within five minutes.

“You know, I haven’t had a girlfriend in a long time,” he’d said, his beer belly shifting as he leaned closer. “Do you have a boyfriend?”

I forced a neutral tone. “No. I’m married.”

“You might have picked the wrong guy.” He smirked. “You can always—”

“He’s great. We have three kids,” I cut him off, twisting my filter onto the pouch and pressing hard to speed up the flow.

Happy Tree took a step closer. “Why is he not here with you? Anything could happen to a woman out here. Does he not care about you?”

“He doesn’t like hiking and I’m not afraid.” In my head I added ‘of dying’. I focused on squeezing the water pouch, watching the clean stream drip into my bottle.

“You’re beautiful,” he continued. “Do you have a sister?”

“I have three. All in relationships. In Europe.”

“I’d go to Europe to find them. They might not be happy. I need a woman like you. Beautiful, funny, daring, strong...” He sighed. “Too bad you belong to someone already.”

At camp Happy Tree followed me around while I was doing my chores, scooted so close to me on the sitting log around the campfire that our legs touched, and waited outside the privy just to walk me back to my tent. I had left camp early this morning just to get away from him.

I decide to hike on and instead of the campsite I pick a cramped, uneven spot on an abandoned roadbed, hoping it deters him from camping near me. I hide inside hoping he’ll pass. But just as I crawl out of my tent to eat my dinner, there he is.

“Holy crap, you’re fast,” he says, running a hand over his balding head. “Took me all day to catch up.”

I don’t answer. My energy is spent on something much bigger than him.

“You know,” he continues, “this isn’t a great tent spot. You’ll learn. I never settle for bad sites anymore. My perfect one is just ahead. See you in Hot Springs.” He throws me a grin over his shoulder. “And it’s still a shame you’re married.”

I watch him disappear into the woods.

Tomorrow, the trail closes, and I have no idea what comes next.
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Hot Springs
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A steady pitter-patter on my tent wakes me. Rain.

I groan and roll onto my side, my body stiff from a restless night. Between the rustling of animals—probably raccoons—and the relentless worries about the trail closure, I barely slept. I wish I could stay curled up in my sleeping bag, but I don’t want to pack a soaking-wet tent if I don’t have to.

Half an hour into my hike, I pass Happy Tree’s hammock strung between two trees on an outcrop, overlooking a waterfall. 

As I descend the mountain, my mind spins. What happens if I get caught? Would they fine me? Who even has the authority to enforce the closure? Park rangers? Local police? The ATC?

A flicker of anxiety reminds me that I’m not a citizen. I sometimes imagine that mistakes count more heavily for me than for other hikers. But in a pandemic that managed to shut down the entire planet, anything feels possible.

I dread reaching Hot Springs, yet I can’t wait to get there. 

At the trailhead, the bulletin board is buried under layers of paper—warnings, notices, closures.

Hostels: CLOSED.

Government orders: STAY HOME

The ATC’s official letter: DO NOT HIKE.

The drizzle whispers against my jacket as I stand there, absorbing the weight of it all.

Hot Springs is eerily quiet and deserted. Shop windows are covered in Covid notices, doors locked. I sense eyes from every house on me. My oversized backpack marks me as a walking violation of the new rules. 

I find a bench in front of the library and sit down. Water drips from the roof onto my legs. I pull them up, but the rain still reaches me. 

Sighing, I dig my phone from my hip belt pocket and text Holger: I’m here.

A few minutes later Holger’s message slips into the screen: Running late. A few more hours.

All I want is to disappear into his arms, into warmth and familiarity, but I also welcome the extra time to figure out what to do next.

I shift in my damp clothes and reach into my pack, pulling out my AT guidebook. The corners of its glossy green cover have begun to curl. I run my thumb over it, remembering the day it arrived in the mail. It was the first piece of gear I owned, the first proof that this wild dream was becoming real.

I flip to the beginning.

Springer Mountain. Southern terminus. In Georgia.

My finger traces the thin elevation line, a jagged heartbeat stretching across the pages. Spikes and drops, like the EKG machine. My lifeline.

The tallest peaks stab the top of the page. 

The Smokies. 

Closed now.

Happy Tree had bragged about sneaking past police barricades at night, slipping into the Smokies where he met the New Hampshire couple. They had run through the park, fearing they’d be caught.

I keep flipping.

In Pennsylvania the heartbeat flattens into a near-straight line. Then, in New Hampshire, it surges again, wild and untamed.

I turn to the final page.

Katahdin. The northern terminus. Maine.

2,193 miles away.

3,529 kilometers.

My breath catches.

The sheer distance of it crashes over me. 

How far I’d have to go. 

How long it would take.

And the sickening realization that, right now, I don’t even know if I can.
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Judgments
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Just before Christmas 2019, I visited my best friend, Jacquie, in North Carolina. 

We met nearly two decades ago when I first came to the U.S. as an au pair. Coincidentally, we got married two months apart. Our kids are the same age and call each other cousins. Jacquie is more than a friend—she’s family.

At that point, my plans were still fragile. I hadn’t told many people about the hike, afraid that if I backed out, I’d have to admit failure. 

But fueled by a cocktail of pumpkin-spiced rum, caramel vodka, and apple cider, I finally spilled my secret.

Silence. 

The kitchen clock ticked.

Jacquie set down her drink.

“Are you sure you want to leave your kids for that long? They’re still pretty young.”

I swallowed hard.

She continued. “Well, my kids still need me. I wouldn’t abandon my kids yet.”

Something in me crumbled. I hadn’t expected judgment from her.

My cheeks burned.

Abandon?

“Uhm, they will be with Holger. I mean, he’d left me alone with them for weeks and months before, too. All the time. At least he won’t have to deal with diapers and temper tantrums.”

A lump grew in my throat.

Jacquie raised an eyebrow. “Why would you even want to go? Do you even like hiking that much?”

I had a list of reasons, but none seemed strong enough. I stammered something incoherent.

“And you’d have to camp every night. Remember the last time we camped together?” She paused, letting the memory settle. “Well... how should I put it. You weren’t exactly... prepared.”

My mind scrambled for proof that I wasn’t the careless person her words painted. Heat crept up my neck. I remembered, when in 2017 I’d packed too little food and our gear had been a disaster.

I wasn’t sure what I’d expected, but it wasn’t disapproval. 

My courage shattered like frosty filigree by a gust of wind.

Jacquie sighed. “You know I love you. I just want you to really think this through.”

I stood there with my drink while the clock ticked on, shattering my dreams.

And once that door cracked open, all the other judgments I’d swallowed over the years came pouring in.

***
[image: ]


Back home, I revised my list of reasons, following the advice in Appalachian Trials by Zach Davis—a guidebook on the mental challenges of thru-hiking. Near the top of my list: I can’t keep on living like this.

Because Jacquie wasn’t the only one who questioned me.

At homeschool park days, I wore my new Osprey pack—loaded with books and water bottles while I was acquiring actual gear—while the kids played tennis, trying to train in whatever pockets of time I had. The other mothers watched with raised eyebrows.

“Don’t worry, if you can’t make it.”

“Don’t feel bad if you have to quit after two weeks.”

“A week or two seem plenty of time away from family.”

“You surely are taking the kids, right?”

Astrid’s husband said, “I would never allow Astrid to leave for that long.”

Only Rachel said, “I believe in you.”

All of this, every judgment, every doubt, stuck to me like burrs.

I hadn’t even set foot on the trail, and already, I felt like a failure.

But the judgments weren’t the only thing I was fighting.

Holger and I had been glued to the news for weeks. A virus, COVID-19, was spreading fast. ICU beds overflowing. Travel bans. Death tolls rising.

Still, I tried to focus on what I could control.

“At least I’m heading into the wilderness, away from people,” I said, pulling up a YouTube video on hiking warm-ups.

Meanwhile, Holger handed in his notice at work so he could be home with the kids while I was gone. He’d always wanted to start his own business, so my hike became his opportunity too.

Then the schools shut down. Finn was sent home to finish 10th grade online. Every country called its citizens home.

Just days before my planned departure, Holger stormed into the kitchen.

“Can you believe this? All flights to Europe are canceled.”

I slammed the knife onto half-chopped onions. “Are you kidding me?”

He was supposed to take Alina to my mom and sister in Hungary.

“The airline wants to know if we want a refund or change the flight,” he said.

“Hold on to the tickets,” I said. “Maybe she can go later.”

“What date should I change it to?”

I shrugged. “I doubt this Covid thing lasts more than a month.”

Holger nodded. “Yeah, everything should be back to normal soon.”

***
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While the world unraveled, Byron suggested I start hiking a nearby section of the AT. I resisted. I wanted to begin at Springer Mountain, hike north in one continuous line, no skipping. But when it became clear I couldn’t start in Georgia, I gave in.

Byron drove me to Hot Springs, NC, for a 45-mile test section to Sam’s Gap. Cold rain hammered down—perfect for testing my gear. But, by day two, my right knee locked up with sharp pain. I barely made it to the pickup point.

I spent a few days at home hoping my leg would get better and that COVID would pass over.

Byron urged me to do another section. I didn’t tell anyone how bad my leg hurt because I didn’t want anyone trying to talk me out of my hike.

I did another short section, this time with my whole family. I limped far behind them. 

A trail angel with a pickup truck and a white tent told me, “I have food and drinks for thru-hikers. You know, folks who hike the entire AT. It’s for them only. It’s called trail magic.”

I hiked on, wondering if I would ever be a “proper” thru-hiker too.

When I finally reached the car, the boys complained, “What took you so long?”

The next morning, after a quick birthday celebration for Jonas, Byron drove me to Sam’s Gap again. I stopped at every single creek, practically lying down without taking off my heavy pack so I could ice my locked-up leg in the frigid water. Somehow, I made it to the car in Erwin.

Meanwhile, the ATC was urging hikers to postpone their hikes.

They said the trail would still be there next year.

Maybe that was true.

But would I?
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Big Decision
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I sit up on the bench, rolling my shoulders against the dull, familiar ache in my back.

I feel the dark void, the old cold hurt that I am eager to get past. I need this hike. I can’t let Covid deny me the healing distance of the AT. 

I pull my legs onto the bench and fold myself over them.

Someone calls my name, and I look up to see Happy Tree crossing the street toward me.

“Hey.” I stand and meet him halfway in the empty road. “What are you gonna do?”

“Keep hiking, of course!” He grins like this is all a big game.

“Aren’t you afraid of getting arrested?”

“Nah, that’s part of the fun. Running from the law.” He gives me a wink. “Come on. We could be outlaws together.”

I shake my head. “I don’t like breaking rules.”

He shrugs. “Think about it. I know hostel owners in Virginia. If things get bad, we’ll just hide out there.”

“Nah, I’ll pass. Thanks.”

“Your loss.” He waves and keeps walking, then turns back once more. “And it’s still a shame you already belong to someone.”

I watch him disappear down the road. That brief, reckless invitation lingers like smoke—tempting in its freedom.

I sink back onto the bench. The rain eases but the heaviness inside me doesn’t.
I feel exposed. Not just to the weather, but to the uncertainty. I have no one to confide in, no one who understands what this hike means to me.
Where the hell is Holger?

I should have arranged the pickup with Byron. He is always reliable.

I rub my hands together, breathe out slowly, and try to steady myself.

As the rain lightens, movement stirs the streets of Hot Springs. I spot Eagle Eye and Point, the New Hampshire couple. 

“Hey, so what are your plans?” I ask, hoping they have the answer to my own dilemma.

Eagle Eye sighs, rubbing the back of his neck. “Not sure yet. It took a lot to make this thru-hike happen.” He glances at Point. “We waited until the kids moved out. The dream was to hike home from Georgia before starting a new chapter in life. If we go back now, I don’t think we’ll return.”

Point nods, her expression tight. “We did resupply for another seven days. Feels like we should try to stay on until someone physically stops us.”

She looks at me. “What about you?”

I knead my fingers. “I don’t know. I probably should keep hiking. I know you guys. If you stay, I’d be with people I trust.”

Eagle Eye glances toward the mountains. “So Happy Tree hiked on?”

“Yeah.”

“I see. Keep in mind, though: nobody starts a thru-hike in May or June.”

Point shifts her stance. “Even if they do, it wouldn’t be many.”

A knot tightens in my stomach. “That’s exactly what I’m afraid of. I don’t have much experience. I don’t mind hiking solo, but I was hoping to learn from others... and to have people around in case I need help.”

Point nods. “Not only that—have you considered that if you start this late, you might not even make it to Maine before winter?”

I swallow hard. “Ugh. When does winter start up there?” Even though I already know, I need to hear it from them, since they live up North.

“You can get snow as early as September,” says Eagle Eye.

“Seriously?” I try to keep my voice steady. I’ll need at least six months to reach Katahdin—longer if my knee keeps acting up. A late start means pushing into dangerous conditions at the finish line. “This is so unfair.”

“Yeah,” Eagle Eye mutters. “It’s frustrating.”

Before I can respond, a familiar car pulls up.

Holger.

I want to throw myself into his arms for comfort, but he barely acknowledges me before greeting the couple. 

I introduce them, and Holger says, “Crazy times, huh? On my way here, I got stopped in Tryon just for having a South Carolina license plate.”

I clarify, “Tryon is in North Carolina.”

Point straightens. “Really? What did they want?”

We all lean in, hoping for some clue about the shutdown—how it’ll affect our hikes, our lives.

“The officer just asked what I was doing in North Carolina. I told him I was picking up my wife in Hot Springs, so he let me go. But still... wild, right?” Holger chuckles like it’s some bizarre joke.

Eagle Eye exhales sharply. “Yeah, for sure.”

“For real? They actually stopped you?” My voice is quiet. If they’re restricting travel between North and South Carolina, what happens if I try to drive to Tennessee? Or Georgia? If I go home now, my thru-hike might not happen at all.

Eagle Eye grips the strap of his pack. “I guess we better hike out while we can.”

Point looks at me. “You coming?”

I hesitate. “Let me talk to my husband. Good luck out there.”

“You too.”

They disappear down the trail, my options narrowing.

I turn to Holger, keeping my voice even. 

“Why did it take you so long? I texted you hours ago.”

He shrugs. “I don’t get why you got to Hot Springs so early. We said two, not... what, eleven?”

“I texted you at 6:30. Told you it was raining.”

“I was doing stuff.”

“You knew I was stuck here.”

“I thought you liked being outside,” he says, shrugging.

“I’m freezing,” I say.

He shrugs again.

“Why did you get up so early, then?”

“Because of the rain.”

“Rain on a tent seems romantic.”

“Not when the trail’s shutting down.”

I can tell he isn’t listening. “Forget it.”

His indifference makes me feel like a burden. 

My brain screams: The house is probably a mess. I don’t want to clean up after everyone, manage moody teenagers, tackle construction projects, or drag myself through another school day. 

The thought of giving up on this hike feels awful, but returning to the same old rut feels even more disheartening.

Holger pops the trunk. “Do you want to get more food and catch up to those two?”

I stare at my resupply box. “I already walked the next 70 miles.”

“I could take you to Tennessee,” he offers.

“I’d be with strangers again or worse by myself.” 

In these uncertain times I crave to be with people I can rely on. 

All my options seem gloomy. None of them the adventure I want.

“Just make up your mind already.” He leans against the wet car.

I pick up a packaged backpacker meal and turn it over in my hands. It’s well past lunchtime, but I don’t have an appetite. Everything in this box seems would taste like ashes.

My thru-hike wasn’t supposed to go like this. Nobody was supposed to dictate it. It was supposed to be an escape from society and its rules and laws. This is all wrong. I drop the freeze-dried lasagna back into the box. 

I peel back the gauze on my wrist. The poison ivy rash is swollen, crusty blisters oozing pus. I wipe it with the bandage.

I don’t need another complication.

I tilt my head back, letting the drizzle mist my face. My clothes cling to my damp skin. I picture dry clothes, a warm bath, and my own bed, a place where I don’t have to make impossible choices.

Home used to feel like a trap. Now, it feels... safe.

I lift my wrists to Holger. “I guess I need to take care of this.”
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Restlessness
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I find my bathtub filled with a few inches of water and five yellow ducklings splashing about.

Holger’s new pets are undeniably cute, but I can see now why he hesitated to bring me home.

I consider using the kids’ bathroom instead, but one glance inside makes me gag. The sink is coated in dried toothpaste, the trash is overflowing, and clumps of hair clog the bathtub drain.

I refuse to clean up after them.

As I step back into the hallway, I hear the kids talking and laughing together. It’s rare enough to hear them get along, and for a moment, I hesitate. Maybe, just maybe, my time away softened them toward me. I sneak down the stairs, hopeful.

The moment a step squeaks, their conversation stops. Like startled mice, they scatter before I even step into view.

Except for Alina. She lingers for a second at the porch door, her hand resting on the handle. Our eyes meet. Something flickers there—hesitation, maybe even guilt—but then, she’s gone too.

I exhale slowly. I wish so much they would become each other’s best friends.

***
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Because we haven’t finished the required schooldays, I try to cram in as much as I can. Jonas and Alina drag their feet, and my enthusiasm—what little I had—is gone. Still, I pull myself together and make it fun: chemistry experiments disguised as potions class, Nordic myths, even deciphering Viking runes.

The kids groan through all of it.

“I’m your fucking teacher,” I snap, “and you’re going to do your fucking schoolwork whether you like it or not!”

Holger steps into the room. “It’s okay,” he says. “Go play.”

I clean up the failed experiment and start lunch. Cooking isn’t my passion, but I still make a balanced meal because it’s the right thing to do. At the table, my efforts are rewarded with complaints.

“I hate quinoa.”

“Cooked carrots? Gross.”

I slam my fork down. “You ungrateful, picky kids!”

Holger shrugs. “You don’t have to eat it. I bought ramen.”

I can’t do this anymore. I poured everything into these kids. I wanted to do everything right—to give them a happy childhood and have a great relationship with them. But I’ve failed.

After lunch, I scrub toilets, mop floors, and scrape dried food spills from the counters. Holger walks in to make himself a coffee.

“Can you ask the kids to help me clean?” I ask, trying to keep my voice calm.

“Don’t bother them,” he replies. “They’re happy right now.”

“In front of their screens?”

“So what?”

Silently fuming, I switch on the vacuum cleaner. 

My thoughts churn louder than the motor. Oh, I wish you could see how uncomfortable life would be without me. Dust bunnies would spill out from under the sofa, weeds would choke the yard, and chaos would reign. Damn it, Holger, I wish you knew how hard it is to keep everything running and to raise good-natured kids.

But now that I’ve come back, he’ll never find out. And my life will stay the same miserable grind.

To keep my anger in check, I look for something productive to do. I try to finish the two logos and business card I started for a client and Holger’s new company but my mind is too busy. 

Instead, my eyes land on the unopened boxes of tiles for Holger’s future office in the basement. The task feels enormous—I’ve never laid tiles before—but that’s never stopped me from tackling something new.

I run my fingers over the top of a box.

I recall, as a thirteen-year-old, watching my dad chisel out a hole in a brick wall to install a window.

“You know, they won’t give you a veterinary diploma in Hungary unless you can install a window,” he’d joked, winking.

Over the years, I’ve taken on plenty of projects with Holger’s help, most of which turned out okay. 


But in this house, I made a new rule: everything must be done perfectly. Holger and the kids think I’m too hard on them, but I can’t let a shit job slide. So, I end up doing everything alone.



***
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I plant the vegetable garden with summer crops, rushing to beat the forecasted rain. 

When it arrives, it doesn’t just sprinkle, it pours for days. The creek overflows, and most of our property turns into a river. A neighbor’s motorboat floats onto our property. 

My garden floods knee-deep, washing away all the seeds and plants. Afterward, I replant everything, but frustration clings to me like the lingering mud.

As I dig and replant, I can’t help but confront a deeper truth: part of me was relieved to leave the trail. The enormity of the journey terrified me, the monotony, the steep climbs, the hunger, the cold, the bears, unpredictable humans. 

And now, I can’t stop wondering if everyone who doubted me was right: A thru-hike isn’t for a mother.

***
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Holger’s birthday rolls around in mid-April. I bake Holger’s favorite cake—chocolate and marzipan—and the kids and I secretly start building him a duck house as a gift. 

Getting them to participate takes all my energy. Jonas refuses altogether, disappearing to read on his device. 

But on the big day, they seem proud of our work.

Alina spreads her arms wide. “And here is your very own DIY duck house!” She gestures toward the four corner posts, the hardware, and the pre-cut boards. “You just need to assemble it yourself.”

For the first time in weeks, I feel a flicker of hope. “Do you guys want to do something together?”

Finn snorts. “It’ll just end with you bickering at us again.”

He heads to his room, and the others follow. Even Holger walks away, the dog trailing behind him.

I’m left standing there alone.

Our cat brushes against my leg, a small comfort amidst the silence. I bend down to pet the soft fur. 

“At least someone wants to spend time with me,” I murmur, scooping him up and holding him close. 

He nuzzles his head against my chin. 

I recall my older sister telling me that if I’m satisfied with myself, I’ll be more pleasant company, and people will want to spend time with me.

That thought lingers, pulling me back to my resolve.

I need to prove everyone who doubts me–even myself–wrong. 

If the trail reopens, I have to be ready and in good shape. I will have to beat the snow to Katahdin. 

I lace up my running shoes and head out for an easy six-mile run around the lake. Not ten minutes in, the familiar sharp pain shoots up my right leg.

I turn around. 

I need help.

The diagnosis is tendonitis. My physical therapist prescribes treatments and exercises. If I want to finish the 2,200-mile trail, I can’t start with an injury.

I take the rehab seriously.

By the end of April, my therapist gives me a set of exercises I can do on the trail, even in a tent. My leg still aches on downhills, but I see hope.

Then I read that Georgia is the first state to lift its shutdown. Holger sees my face.

“Aren’t you happy? It looks like the world’s going back to normal.”

I glance at my backpack, leaning against the bed where I placed it a month ago. “It’s still illegal to hike on the AT.”

Holger follows my gaze. “I don’t care. I’m taking you to the trail tomorrow.”

The law-abiding part of me hesitates. 

But he’s right. 

I count out ten days’ worth of food—resupplies are uncertain now—and prepare to rely entirely on myself.

I plan to take countless pictures with my new phone we picked for its great camera. If no one else is out there, I’ll need proof that I did it.

I’m prepared for loneliness.
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Uncertain Launch
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At Springer Mountain, the southern terminus of the Appalachian Trail, the parking lot buzzes with movement. Hikers pile out of cars, adjusting their packs, double-checking gear, taking photos. The sheer number of people surprises me, dozens of them, entire families with babies, loud groups of twenty or more.

We pass a warning sign. Bold letters remind hikers that the AT is closed, that anyone who proceeds is breaking rules. The article and paragraph numbers in parenthesis make it sound like a law. 

My heart pounds. I want to run to the terminus and back to the car. I’d broken plenty of rules before, but they never scared me. 

Covid is different. 

Unpredictable.

Police tape and closures signs instill the sense that someone could actually stop me. 

I’m not afraid of hiking past the closure sign, only of being punished for it. 

The worst punishment would be being sent back to my old life.

Holger, as usual, walks at a civilized pace, completely unbothered.

“Could you walk any slower?” I mutter, fingering the small pendant around my neck.

“What’s the rush?” he shrugs. “Clearly, no one cares.” He gestures toward the crowds ahead, people laughing and sharing snacks.

Am I the only one here who cares what the sign says?

A redheaded woman with pale skin hikes toward me, a large ultralight backpack on her shoulders. The type a thru-hiker would have.

In my preparations narrowing down my own gear I got familiar with the top brands popular among thru-hikers. The lighter the pack, the more expensive it is. I knew we could afford top-tier ultralight gear, but I refused to spend thousands of dollars on myself. I capped my budget at $2,000 for equipment and the same for trail expenses.

I take a chance. “Are you a thru-hiker?”

Her face lights up. “Yes!”

Excitement surges through me. I won’t be alone—and my company is a woman.

“Me too!” I say.

Her braids bounce as she beams at me. “Really? That’s so cool!”

“See you on the trail,” I say, grinning as we hike past each other. Hope flickers inside me.

After what feels like an eternity, Holger and I reach the metal plaque of the southern terminus. I pose next to it for the obligatory proof-of-start photo.

When I turn to leave, I notice a dark-haired young woman sitting on the ground in the partial shade of the still-naked trees. Next to her rests a large backpack. Another ultralight, high-end pack.

“Are you a thru-hiker?” I ask.

She exhales like I just asked her to donate a kidney. “Yes.”

“I'm starting my thru-hike too,” I say, trying to match her level of coolness.

She frowns.

I suddenly realize—I don’t look like a thru-hiker without my pack and trekking poles.

“Oh,” I add quickly. “I left my backpack in the car.”

“I see,” she mutters, her voice low and smoky. “I hiked the Approach Trail from Amicalola. That’s why I’m resting.”

In my original plan I was going to do the same, but now with the time constraint I decided to skip the eight miles of uphill. 

I mutter a quick “Good luck,” and retreat back toward the car.

Back at the car, every sound makes me jerk my head up, scanning the parking lot for any sign of authority. I’m so close to starting my hike. What if someone shows up right now and sends me home?

I throw on my backpack, my body wobbling under the weight. All the extra food I packed to account for Covid uncertainties make it heavier than it should be.

I reach for my trekking poles.

They’re not there.

“Holgi, where are my trekking poles?” My voice rises, the panic immediate. “Please tell me you have them.”

Holger’s eyes dart to the trunk. “I put them on the kitchen counter, so you’d see them. Did you not grab them?”

I stare at him. “I wasn’t looking for them.”

Holger exhales, rubbing his temples.

I check the backseat, knowing they aren’t there but desperate anyway. “You know I need them. My tent depends on them!”

My entire shelter system relies on two properly adjusted trekking poles to hold up the structure. Without them, I have no tent—just a floppy piece of fabric.

“Don’t worry,” Holger says, already moving toward the woods. “We’ll figure something out.”

He rummages through the forest litter and emerges with two mismatched sticks. One is shorter than the other, but they’ll do.

I take them with a nod. “Ok. Thanks.”

Still rattled, I turn to Holger and throw my arms around his neck.

“I wouldn’t be here without you,” I murmur.

“That’s true,” he says, smirking.

I hear tires crunching on gravel.

My heart leaps into my throat. Is this how I get caught? My panicked eyes dart to the road.

Just another tourist.

I exhale sharply, loosening my grip on Holger. We share one last quick kiss, then step apart.

I take a deep breath.

And step onto the Appalachian Trail.

The moment my trail runners hit the dirt, excitement floods my body.

I turn around one last time and see Holger getting into the car.

This is it. This is really happening.

My feet feel oddly light, and so does my overstuffed backpack. My brain should be screaming about the weight, the miles ahead, the missing trekking poles, the illegal nature of what I’m doing.

Instead, I feel unstoppable.

Sia’s Unstoppable plays in my head as I float along the winding, sun-dappled trail.

Day hikers cheer me on.

“Good luck!”

“You got this!”

They don’t know thru-hiking is discouraged. They assume I belong here.

For the first time today, I do too.

My conscience tells me I’m doing the right thing.

To my surprise, I catch up to the redheaded woman from earlier.

“I’m Valerie,” she says with a big smile.

Since we’re heading to the same campsite tonight, we decide to continue our conversation later. I pass her and hike ahead, feeling good.

A few miles later, I reach a road crossing. The scene ahead looks like a county fair gone wrong. Cars are crammed onto both sides of the road. There are kids running everywhere, barking dogs, and groups of hikers having picnics. 

Seems hiking is one of the things that goes with Covid like hoarding toilet paper and making sourdough bread.

Then I spot a car that sticks out like an odd root in the trail. A sheriff’s car, parked right at the trailhead. The sheriff sits there, engine running, doing nothing, but I am convinced he can see right through my pack and into the truth: ‘illegal thru-hiker, not from here, get her.’

My stomach clenches.

The straps of my pack suddenly feel like a noose. I fumble to unbuckle the clasps.

I cannot believe my hike might be over after just five miles.

My brain panics.

I step back behind some rhododendron bushes.

Slightly. Casually.

I pretend to adjust my shoelaces, even though they don’t need adjusting.

A second police car pulls up.

Great. Perfect. Of course.

I lower myself a little more behind the rhododendrons.

Making myself less visible.

My heart thumps so loudly I’m sure they can hear it. Every scenario runs through my head: a fine, a lecture, being escorted back to the car.

Then I spot Valerie coming down the



























































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
Timea Budahazy

A mother's search
for more






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





