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I'm staying at Cooper Brook Falls Lean-to. This is only the second time this whole trip that I've stayed alone at a shelter. The temperature is low, but my spirit soars. I have a fire going. There's no sound in the world like the crackle of a small fire that's just big enough to keep me warm. Campfires are a wonderful way to wind down the day("Hiker TV," we call them.

  The 100-mile wilderness has been a peaceful walk, so far. Somehow I managed to leave Monson, Maine between two large groups of hikers. The two dozen ahead have two or three days on me by now, and the 20 or so behind will be taking their time. I feel more a part of these woods when I'm alone. I enjoy the social time I spend with hiker friends. But small talk and crowded trails just don't seem to work for me here. “Wilderness” fosters a need within me for air and time, for peace and quiet.

  I have 59.7 miles left to go. The dream is almost over, or is it? I can't help but ask myself if wanting something is better than having it. The hiker’s registers are filled with such emotions at this point. The pressures of city life loom like some black cloud. But I have learned that storms blow over and the sun always rises again. I have hope that life is indeed good( here, there and everywhere, if your heart is in it.

  I tented alone last night at the Sidney Tappan campsite. My dinner company was a light breeze and the biggest rabbit I'd ever seen. I watched the rabbit and thought to myself, "Man, I bet that's some good eatin' right there!" Funny, the things you think about, alone on a mountainside. My Lipton Pasta Primavera seemed suddenly bland. I had vanilla pudding for desert, so I guess I faired well enough. But the first person to serve me pasta or rice upon my return will be severely beaten about the face and head.

  For convenience and speed in preparation, my staple has been Lipton pasta or rice dinners. Then there's always "Mac & Yak" as a good high-calorie power dinner. I've eaten enough starch to last me a long time, though. I left the rabbit alone.

  I feel most comfortable when I sleep in my tent as opposed to a shelter. The tent walls have become my most familiar surroundings except for a spectacular night sky.

  I think I will miss the peace and quiet the most. It seems a weight has been lifted out here. I can already feel your walls pressing in on me. Ceilings are moving in to shade my beloved sun. Telephones are ringing, even now, "When is he getting back, anyway?" Some of me will never come back.

  Trail life is magic time on this earth. I arrived at Cooper Brook Lean-to and found a bag of chips hanging off a rafter. The note led me to the beers left in the cold stream. Incidents of trail magic like this have happened the entire journey. Never have I seen so many people pulling for someone, anyone, in such a direct and personal manner. I cracked open a beer and realized that they were pulling for me. Someone I would never meet did this for me with no desire for reward, other than the smile on my face.

  The fire throws shadows that dance in the fall chill. The breeze whispers through these trees that feel like the best home there could ever be. Cooper Brook Falls are 100 ft. to the south and fill the woods with a rush of solitude. Except for the mice (pesky little bastards) no one is around for miles.

  Do I feel like I've walked 2,102.3 miles? I don't really know. This walk is so much more than mere miles. When I think of all the splendid views I've gazed, at or the many, many wonderful people I've met along the way, it's just too much to fathom. Wonderful moments with wildlife make me feel like I'm a part of it all. I've truly lived an entire life these last six months. And it has been a life filled with many more smiles than miles.

  The smiles began way back in Georgia on April 6, my second day out. The only things in bloom were the dogwood trees and my fresh, new, gigantic blisters. Climbing up some endless mountain in almost 80 degree heavy heat I was passed by a couple who were easily in their 70's. I looked at them and blinked at their rather large packs. They asked me where I was from and I wheezed a meek answer. "Oh, just another one of them there spoiled Yankees who can't stand the heat," came her reply. "We still wonder how y'all managed to win the war." I didn't know quite how to take this until she elbowed her husband, and they giggled at me with their warm eyes. We all stopped for a break by a spring and traded candy. Under a lovely, deep blue Southern sky, we shared moleskin and duct tape for our blisters and a love for simply being there.

  This walk has been quite an education. But the wisdom reaches far beyond any statistics about mileage or performance of equipment. As the confines of society fade away, priorities change. Each life begins with the self. If you don't love or trust yourself, nothing else will ever matter. I mind; therefore I matter.

  Sometimes I wonder about hikers I've met along the way and hope they're doing well, wherever they may be. Nine out of 10 who began this journey won't make it. But I'll never look down on any one of them for having tried but failed to make this walk, because try, they did. It would be pointless for me to judge someone else for the life they must lead.

  In the end, we must all walk our own path. Others' paths may have led them back home or on to other adventures. My current path happens to be the Appalachian Trail. The goodwill found all along this trail, the shared accomplishments and hardships, the faith fostered in self and the fellowship of friends all give this path a heart all its own. The trail's heart beats with every step a hiker takes. With every project those many unbelievable trail maintainers finish, its life blood flows.

  I am honored to have walked this trail and am profoundly grateful to the many hands that have built and still maintain the trail with their spare time, sweat, and love for a vision. The Appalachian Trail is a vision of hope for the future. Some days I feel like I'm back in kindergarten as I relearn that forgotten phrase: "sharing is caring." Time, space, emotion and possibility seem to have lost their limitations for me. What those many hands have built is a path to a better life.

  Maine is such a perfect culmination for this journey. My senses are awash in life, and my emotions flow like a roaring waterfall. In these last few days, the life lessons learned here will come to a head. The path cannot and will not end here for me. Mount Katahdin must be only a beginning. To find my balance between flesh and spirit is no longer my goal(it has become my adventure.  Maine is the center of the universe: I can get anywhere from here!

For me there is only the traveling on paths
that have heart,
on any path that may have heart.
There I travel,
and the only worthwhile challenge is to
traverse its full length.
And there I travel,
looking, looking, breathlessly.
(From "The Teachings Of Don Juan: A Yaqui Way Of Knowledge", by Carlos Castaneda)

