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Prologue: The Itch That Needs Scratching**  

Listen up, ya sunburned relics of the ’70s—this ain’t a memoir. It’s a survival guide for anyone dumb enough to think retirement means “relaxing.” Picture this: me, PhishStones, a 68-year-old Airstream enthusiast with a bum knee and a pension for trouble, standing at the base of Mount Marcy. Cigarette because I’m “one with nature,” but because my therapist said I needed a hobby that wasn’t “passive-aggressive gardening.”  

Jimmy “Two-Times” McGill—my best friend, worst influence, and the guy who once bet me a case of PBR I couldn’t shotgun a beer while skydiving—is dead. Or so I thought. His ashes? In a Folgers can duct-tap for selfiesckpack. Classy? No. Cheap? You bet your dentures it is.  

But let’s rewind. Jimmy’s last words to me were, “If I croak, scatter me somewhere with a view... and a bar.” Classic Jimmy. Now here I am, 30 years later, hauling his caffeinated remains up a mountain while questioning every life choice since disco died.
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Dedication
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To my grandparents—The original trailblazers of my soul.

Thank you for hauling my wild little ass up to the Adirondacks before I

even knew what freedom felt like. You handed me a compass, packed

sandwiches wrapped in love (and wax paper), and set me loose to

explore the biggest, worst, most beautiful park this country ever carved

out of earth and sky.

You taught me that silence on a lake is louder than city noise, that trees

hold secrets, and that real wisdom comes from staring at the stars after a

long hike and a longer story.

This book is for you—for the way you raised me, guided me, and trusted

me to get lost and find my way back.

PhishStones style.
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"Somewhere between the mud, the moose shit, and the mountain mist...

I found the version of myself that didn’t give a damn what the world

expected."—PhishStones
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CHAPTER 1: MOUNT MARCY’S MIDLIFE MELTDOWN

The trailhead smelled like regret and cheap bug spray. Not the fancy view kind Karen from my grief support group swore by, but the industrial-strength, carcinogenic fog that promised to melt ticks on contact. I tightened the straps on my ancient Kelty backpack – the one that smelled faintly of mildew and the ghost of Jimmy McGill’s cheap cigar smoke – and glared up at Mount Marcy. Its peak vanShvanished a low-hanging cloud that looked suspiciously like cigarette ash. "This’ll be fun," I muttered, the lie tasting like stale coffee on my tonguee. It was the same brand of toxic optimism I’d employed when buying that Florida timeshare in ’89. Look how that turned out.

Duct-taped securely to the top flap of my pack was the vessel carrying Jimmy’s earthly Remains: a bright red Folgers coffee can. Classy? No. Practical? Hell yes. Jimmy hated pomp. He’d have laughed his ass off at a fancy urn. "Just dump me somewhere scenic, Phish," he’d wheezed around an oxygen tube last winter, his eyes still holding that familiar, mischievous glint. "Somewhere with a view... and prPreferably in proximity to a bar. Or at least a decent flask." land classic Jimmy. Now here I stood, Phish "PhishStones" Henderson, 68 years old with a left knee that creaked like a haunted porch swing and a heart rhythm that occasionally felt like a jazz drummer on amphetamines, hauling his caffeinated dust-up this granite bitch for the fifteenth time. Why? Because my therapist, Dr. Brenda (who charged more per hour than my first car), said I needed a "purpose-driven activity" to "process my grief" and "reconnect with vitality." Passive-aggressive gardening and Yelling at cable news didn’t count.

A sharp twinge in my knee greeted my first step onto the rocky path. Ah, hello, old friend. I adjusted my sweat-stained Yankees cap – Jimmy’s hat, another relic – and forced one foot in front of the otHer. The air was thick with damp earth, pine needles, and impending doom. Or maybe that was just me.

Flashback: 1987.

Sunlight dappling through leaves, the air buzzing with insects and youthful stupidity. Jimmy, impossibly lean and tan in cut-off jeans and a Grateful Dead tee, grinned, holding up a sweating can of Pabst Blue Ribbon. "C’mon, Phish! Bet you a whole case you can’t summit Marcy without blowin’ chunks!" He slapped my back, hard enough to rattle my molars. "Piece of cake! Like walkin’ in the park!"

Spoiler alert: It wasn’t. I puked spectacularly halfway up, right behind that distinctive, moss-covered boulder-shaped vague, just Jimmy’s ex-wife’s face. Jimmy had laughed so hard he’d doubled over, tears streaming down his face, and subsequently pissed hiMyself. "Look atcha!" he’d whee-dam, press pointing at my green-tinged face and the sad remains of my breakfast clinging to thick. "Like a damn Picasso painted with barf!" The bastard had still made me pay for the case of PBR when we staggered into the Adirondack Loj bar later, smelling of sweat, shame, and urine. Now, thirty-seven years later, passing that same damn boulder – "Ex-Wife Rock," we’d dubbed it – I could almost hear his cackle echoing through the trees. A lump formed in my throat, unrelated to altitude. "Miss you, you magnificent bastard," I grunted, patting the Folgers can.

Back in the present, the trail steepened. My breathing hitched a rhythmic wheeze that sounded like a dying accordion. Sweat stung my eyes. Every step was a negotiation between gravity, my protesting quads, and sheer stubbornness. Around me, sprightly millennials in neon Lyra bounded past like mountain goats on espresso, chirping about "peak bagging" and "tr?il mix macros." One kid, barely old enough To shave, offered a cheerful, "You got this, sir! Mind the roots!" Sir. ThTHis words landed like a shovel in the gut. When did I become a 'sir'? I felt about as dignified as a wasteppedtutu. I resisted the urge to trip him with my



































	"Alright, Margo," I rasped, pushing myself stiffly off the rock. My voice was raw, but it didn't waver. "Talk. And it better be good. Because if Jimmy’s been playing possum while I’ve been hauling Folgers up mountains... I’m gonna need more than whiskey. I’m gonna need a shovel."
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