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Foreword




 


For many years, I had enjoyed a career in
journalism, but at the back of my mind, there was always a burning
desire to write a book. It could be fiction or non-fiction. I
didn’t care as long as it was a full-blown book.

The goal sprouted wings at a writer’s
conference in 2009 when I met a publisher who presented me with an
opportunity to write a nonfiction book. During my session with a
book doctor who was critiquing my novel manuscript, I sat quietly
waiting to hear her thoughts. After what seemed to be hours, but in
reality only a few minutes, she said, “I love the plot, and also
the way you have organized it, but it needs lots of work. Your
dialogue is choppy, and the pace very slow. Get with a good
critique group. This is vital as they catch things the writer
doesn’t. Simply put, you might consider rewriting a few chapters
and then see if your dialogue is smoother and the pace is
faster.”

I thanked her and started to leave when I
remembered a couple of devotionals I’d brought along. “Would you
mind taking a look at these?” I asked.

She nodded. As she read, her eyes softened,
and a smile appeared. “These are good. Why don’t you pitch a
devotional book focused on your travel experiences to AWOC
Publishers for a nonfiction book?”

My spirits rose, and I rushed off to find
that publisher. I finally found him at the cocktail party that
evening, pitched the idea, and mentioned the book doctor had
suggested it. He liked the idea and said to send him some samples.
Finally, those detailed journals from each trip would become
useful.

With the help of AWOC Publishers, I wrote
Devoted to Traveling. The publisher released it in 2010 as a
paperback book. For a writer whose eight hundred word articles are
considered finished, it was a huge achievement. I suspect every
author experiences the same euphoria when seeing their name on the
cover of a book, and I was no different. My heart swelled seeing it
in the bookstores, but it also gave me the incentive to forge ahead
and try fiction. I will be eternally grateful for the AWOC folks
taking a chance on me.

I realized my first effort with a novel was
stiff and without depth. It left the reader wondering what the
character thought or felt. Still, based on my good fortune of a
published work and renewed energy, I began rewriting the novel
which the book doctor tore apart. It was great fun penning a
narrative of imaginary happenings and to live hidden dreams through
characters whose antics often bordered on mischief and adventure.
As is the case, hard work pays off, and I pressed on studying and
letting my work be torn to bits by critique groups, until my work
showed promise and held attention for the reader. As of this
writing, I have four novels in print, along with the non-fiction
devotional book.

For many years, travel has been one of my
passions and a yearly luxury. It was during my fascination with New
England that my annual retreats to Maine were born. Neither the
idea, nor the location was spontaneous, but instead evolved as I
traveled through New England.

For more than ten years now, I’ve packed my
computer and manuscripts and spent one to two weeks in Maine—often
alone. People were curious. Was I becoming a recluse? Did I have a
secret lover? Or was it simply a case of desperate need to get away
from my hectic life at home and concentrate on writing?

My answer was always the same. “My goal is to
meditate and write, re-establish well-being, and return balance to
my life.” My family and friends have accepted this, but this
account will provide a deeper view of the importance of my Maine
sabbaticals.
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From the flatlands of Kansas, to Higgins
Beach, Maine, it is exactly 1,720 miles. I’ve often had romantic
visuals of driving it, but given my short vacation time, flying is
more logical. By far, it’s more economical to fly into Boston,
which I did on several occasions, but driving out of the city can
be quite harrowing even for the hardy soul, so now I fly into
Portland.

In the beginning, it was a fascination with
New England that ultimately led to my obsession with Maine. It
began when my sister and I took a trip through New England in the
fall of 1982. My daughter, Shan, was working on a master’s degree
at the University of Massachusetts at Amherst, and we wanted to
visit her world. In true Shan mode, she suggested we meet her at
the Harvard library and take off from there. It was a whirlwind
trip, but it was just enough to let me know I wanted to return and
take my time enjoying what the area offered. Finding Maine took
time. In fact, several other states preceded it.

There were fall foliage trips, bridging in
Vermont, shopping in New Hampshire, and lazy days on Martha’s
Vineyard. To get the feel and education of a place, you need to
spend time there—lots of it. On European vacations, my traveling
buddies and I rented a house and spent three-four weeks in just one
country. In this way, we could meet the locals, visit out of the
way places, and get to know each area’s unique charm. I followed
that practice in New England and spent two to three weeks per
state.

For my first trip to New England, I traveled
with my boyfriend, Robert. Massachusetts was first. Robert and I
filled the days visiting Boston sights such as Cheers and getting
disoriented in Quincy Market (long before the invention of smart
phones). We relaxed on Cape Cod, spent a quiet afternoon on the
steps of the Harvard library at Cambridge, attended a concert in
the Berkshires, and visited the House of Seven Gables Museum at
Salem. Again, I kept journals of each trip.

Vermont followed, with its many covered
bridges, Ben & Jerry’s ice cream plant at Waterbury, historic
Stowe, home of the Von Trap family, and hours spent marveling at
picture postcard scenery. Framed by the White Mountains, New
Hampshire came next. We took the Cog Railroad up Mount Washington
and discovered this state had more outlet malls than you could
visit in a month.

Rhode Island was a treat where miles of
beaches surround Block Island, and afternoons were spent journaling
in a rocker on the porch of the Island Home Inn watching the
ocean’s personality come to life. Mornings, waves rolled gently
unsure if they wanted to wake or sleep more. By afternoon, water
sport enthusiasts enjoyed undulating waves trying to outdo one
another in an energetic performance. The scenes captivated my
imagination, and I wrote thoughts in my journal in between doing
nothing at all.

Closing in on finishing New England, we
traveled on to Connecticut and its famed Mystic Seaport, the Mark
Twain house at Hartford, and Ocean Park at New London. My travel
journal was getting full.

Maine was last and the state I eventually
settled as my “go to” sabbatical. When I began touring Maine, where
the slogan is ‘The Way Life Should Be,’ I was instantly struck by
an ‘at home’ sensation; time seemed to move slower. The pace
relaxed, yet productive.


 


 


When asked, ‘How do you write?’ I invariably
answer, ‘one word at a time.’

 ~Stephen King
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It seemed logical to start our Maine trip in
the north and travel southward. Robert and I flew into Bangor,
rented a car, and checked into a charming B & B. The next
morning, we toured the one hundred eighty-five-year-old Mount Hope
Garden Cemetery, second oldest in the country. While I walked among
the graves of Hannibal Hamlin, (vice President to Abraham Lincoln),
women’s activist Susan B. Anthony, and the artist Waldo Peirce, I
struggled to keep warm in the chilly weather. It was June, but
temperatures fought to hit sixty-two degrees, and I couldn’t help
thinking how the folks back in Kansas would envy me as they
sweltered in ninety-degree heat.

We strolled for two hours before hunger pains
announced it was time for lunch. At a small café in downtown
Bangor, we gorged on bowls of clam chowder. Whether it was Bangor
or just my mood, I was fascinated by the interest shown to us. At
random, and for no apparent reason, people struck up conversations
with us. It was as though we had “tourist” stamped across our
foreheads. Obviously, we stood out in this town of less than 37,000
people where everyone knew each other. At first, I was annoyed by
never-ending questions, but then took a step back and realized they
were grounded on genuine interest—not curious gossip. Our
conversations always ended with a bit of personal advice, like ‘do
go to’ or ‘be sure to try’, which explained how honored and full of
pride the residents were to show off their city. I made a mental
note of this lesson. Talking to the locals is always a good thing,
no matter how long it takes. And, in my own home state, I vowed to
lend a friendly hand to tourists.

After lunch, we drove to the edge of town to
photograph the mammoth statue of Paul Bunyan, nemesis for Stephen
King’s novel IT. Designed by local artist J. Norman Martin,
the thirty-one foot fiberglass statue is constructed over a metal
frame, and proclaimed to be hurricane-proof. Unlike most public art
sculptures, Bunyan is painted in primary colors enhancing its comic
relief style. I remember my reaction as we rounded the corner and
saw Mr. Bunyan for the first time. Humoristic awe. There he stood
like a giant cartoon character, towering over the town. Mouth open
and eyes wide, I was speechless. After I regained my composure, I
giggled and had my picture taken with him. My head barely reached
his kneecap. Not my favorite statue, but still the creativity of
the artist radiated. Bunyan, a character in American Folklore with
superhuman strength is often used to promote the lumberjack
business. Babe the Blue OX, who accompanied Bunyan was nowhere to
be seen. Just as well, I decided.

Artistic snobs discount the statue as nothing
more than an eyesore, to which its creator is quoted as responding,
“It was never intended to be art, just a gimmick for Bangor’s
lumberjack industry.”

Robert snapped photo after photo and by the
time we left, I gazed back at Mr. Bunyan and decided he emanated a
certain bit of mystical charm.

There was still time to go by the author
Stephen King’s home, so by careful directions from a city map, we
arrived with little effort. As we approached, I caught my breath. A
creepy wave of anxiety sliced through me. The house resembled
something out of a paranormal movie scene. A huge iron fence
surrounded the property topped with flying iron creatures like
spiders, bats and black birds. Seriously? The entire place screamed
spooky, sinister, or any other adjective describing a thriller set
which captured a curiosity of what might be behind the large iron
spider web gates topped with sculpted bats. I shivered, fighting
off frightful intimidations. Was the place haunted? Would Pennywise
from the novel IT leap out the door at any minute looking
for children? I turned to Robert and suggested we stop and walk
along the sidewalk to snap photos.

The gabled house has a pitched roof planted
on a painted red wooden frame with white trim. King has written
more than fifty books of genres such as mystery, fantasy, and
thriller books. Robert parked, and we walked along the sidewalk
surrounding this prolific writer’s home. As I thought of the
wonderful creative work that came from inside, my nerves calmed,
and I
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