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ONE

SOMETIME IN THE DEEP OF THE NIGHT I BECAME VAGUELY aware of a soft breeze blowing on my face and the gentle susurrus of a window curtain moving above my head. For a breath or two I didn’t move, eyes closed, dreamily curious and a bit puzzled by those sensations in combination with the sound of rain pouring down outside the window. Could it have been the low percussion of its arrival on the roof that had roused me?
I opened my eyes to the shadowy dark, sat up, and swung my feet over the side of the bed onto—a polished wood floor, surprisingly cool and certainly not a part of my well-known bedroom. From what I could see, the size and configuration of the space in which I found myself was unfamiliar and, in my sleepy state, disorienting.
Sitting there, bemused, I was reminded of other times I had come awake in the dark of an unfamiliar room, with the same bewildered reaction: Where am I? But as I assessed the space, one significant clue caught my attention.
Though most of the room was dark, a kind of half-light from some artificial outside source illuminated the window curtains that were being ballooned by the breeze and allowed me to see that they were made of a yellow fabric with wide bands of green leaves and red and white flowers—hibiscus blossoms! Though known from pictures and southern places I had visited, the print of these curtains was certainly not native to my home in Alaska.
Then the penny finally dropped. Hawaii! I was in Hawaii, on the Big Island, where I had arrived unexpectedly, having made no previous plans of my own to visit. I had intended to spend the summer at home in Homer, Alaska, in the house that is most comfortingly mine, recuperating from nine stressful months in the Southwest’s Four Corners area of the Lower Forty-eight in my Winnebago motor home, so waking to confusion in the dark made sense. I had never thought to be in Karen’s Hilo house, where a torrential, tropical rain could come sweeping in on my first night to rouse and befuddle me. But it was without doubt where I now found myself, tired after a five-hour plane ride.
More awake and feeling better for having identified my surroundings, I sat quietly, appreciating the clean scent of the breeze, the rhythm of the rain hammering on the roof over my head, and the xylophonic water music it made as it fell from the eaves into pools that must have quickly accumulated below. I had read somewhere that Hilo was on the rainy side of the largest island of the Hawaiian chain, so this must be rain that arrived on a regular basis and disappeared almost at once into the soil that, unlike Alaska’s, is never frozen, always thirsty for water and damp beneath the surface. No wonder whatever seeds find their way into such soil sprout and grow quickly in rich profusion in our fiftieth state.
Satisfied, I was about to lie down and go back to sleep, when, suddenly, within the splash of running water there was a reminder of something I had half-heard and subconsciously retained—a different kind of sound, just the hint of a clink, soft and metallic that had nothing to do with rain. Listening intently, I waited, holding my breath until it came again, faint and far away, either within the house or close outside. I sat very still, anticipating another repetition; it came almost immediately, bringing me to my feet and across to the door, which I had left half-open to allow circulation in the room.
As I stepped through it and went quietly barefoot along a hallway, I could hear the rain on the roof of the single-story dwelling lessen in intensity. The hall ended at the living room, where I paused again to listen and was once more rewarded with that quiet clink and the scrape of metal contacting metal to my right. Someone outside was trying to insert either a key that didn’t fit or some metal tool into the dead bolt of the front door of Karen’s house.
The sound was as small as that a mouse might make in gnawing at something within a closed cupboard. Someone was clearly trying to get in—evidently to break in, for with a key that fit there would have been no such trouble in opening the door easily, quickly, and most of all, quietly.
I crept cautiously forward, focused on the door, hands extended in front of me in the obscurity of that dark corner, feeling a bit mouselike myself. Then, unluckily and without warning, my left shin collided painfully with a low stool, and it slid with a screech across the bare wood floor and fell over with a crash. That clatter, along with the curse it elicited from me, was responsible for an instant termination of sound from outside.
There was a long, expectant pause while both I and whoever was on the other side of the door froze to listen in suspenseful silence, but I heard nothing but the slow trickle of water still slowly falling into puddles. The invisible presence beyond the door was the first to capitulate. I heard footsteps go pounding away through the carport that lay just beyond the front step.
Moving as quickly as possible, with care not to encounter another obstacle, I reached the entry, found and fumbled with the knob that released the dead bolt, yanked open the door, and went out onto the step—too late. All I caught was a glimpse of a shadowy figure, no more than a swiftly moving silhouette in dark clothing going away from the carport to disappear around the corner of the house—gone before I could get any real impression of size, age, or gender.
It was no use chasing after the middle-of-the-night visitor, who would, I was sure, have vanished completely before I could reach that corner. So I stood where I was, clinging to the handle of the screen door, looking out at the carport and surrounding yard in the small amount of pale light that filtered in through the branches of a tree from a streetlight perhaps thirty yards away.
The house was situated in the rear third of a large rectangular lot, with a bigger, two-story residence between it and the street. That more formidable building faced passing traffic, turning its back on Karen’s single-story rental as if the smaller house were a less acceptable, adopted sister standing a bit too close behind.
The rain had stopped, leaving only a musical drip or two to disturb the puddles beneath the eaves.
“Maxie?” Karen’s concerned voice questioned behind me. “Was that someone at the door? What’s going on?”
She switched on the overhead light in the living room behind me and I turned to see her standing near the hallway, leaning on the one crutch she could awkwardly manage with casts on both her left ankle and forearm, having hobbled that far from her bedroom.
 
Half an hour later, with cups of tea I had suggested and made, we were sitting with the dining table between us; she with her back to the kitchen as I explained that it was indeed someone at the door—but evidently not a visitor she would have welcomed—how I had heard the surreptitious sounds of attempted entry, and my blunder in knocking over the stool in the dark that alerted and discouraged whoever it had been.
“Well,” she said, “the crash was probably a good thing. It might have been dangerous for you to suddenly throw open the door and confront whoever was trying to get in, don’t you think?”
I stared at her, recalling how disinclined to deal with anything disagreeable I knew Karen had always been. She would rather rationalize trouble away or, if possible, let someone else take responsibility for it.
She looked back at me with blue eyes innocently wide, permed blond hair in tangles from her pillow, and yawned. She hadn’t changed a bit. A small woman, she looked pretty much as she always had, though there were now lines in her face, darkening circles under her eyes, and, like my own, her jawline had softened under the chin.
Well, I thought to myself, we’re both showing signs of our senior status.
So I agreed that opening the door might possibly have been dangerous, but I doubted it, considering how fast the intruder had vanished. I wished, though, that I had been able to get more than a fleeting impression that was of no use whatsoever in establishing the identity of the prowler.
Uneasily I wondered what Karen would have done if she had been alone in the house, disabled as she currently was.
“Shouldn’t we be calling the police?” I asked her.
Again she shrugged the idea off. “What good would it do? He—she—didn’t get in and is long gone now. You can’t identify whoever it was and, anyway, I wouldn’t be surprised if it’s just more harassment from the new owner and landlord. Less than a month after I moved in here the original landlord sold the place to Mr. Taylor and he let me know he wanted me out as soon as possible, though I had signed a six-month lease. It’s part of why I decided to move back to Alaska. He’s a horrible man who’s been harassing me constantly—calling to see if I’m still here, showing up at odd hours, using his key to get in without notice. I know he’s been here when I’ve been out, because things have been moved and once the door was unlocked when I came back. So you see, it could have been him. Maybe he’s resorted to trying to scare me away now.”
“Coming in without your permission isn’t legal. Why haven’t you reported him?”
“Oh, I’ll be gone soon and he’d just deny it. It didn’t seem worth the trouble.”
“Why does he want you out so badly?”
“I don’t know. He won’t say. I’ve done nothing wrong. Maybe he wants to live here—or has another tenant he wants to move in. The property sits between two office buildings and that makes me wonder if he intends to tear down both houses and sell the land to some developer. Whatever….”
Heaving a sigh of resignation, she rubbed at her forehead with the back of her uninjured hand as if she had a headache, took a sip of tea, set the cup back in its saucer, and leaned back in her chair to say, “If only he would believe that I want out of here as much—maybe more—than he wants me gone. Why can’t he just back off to let me get on with it as fast as possible? What have I ever done to make him so unreasonable anyway? Nothing. I’ve been hurt! Why can’t he understand and sympathize with that? I was doing okay with the packing until this happened.”
She lifted her left arm in its cast as example of “this.”
“Oh, Maxie. I can’t tell you how very thankful I am to have you here. It is so good of you to leave home and—well—just come. Thank you.”
“No thanks necessary. You’d probably do the same for me in like circumstances, so you know I’m glad that I could, Karen,” I told her. And, at that particular moment, I was—mostly.
I have to admit, though, that it seemed—with a prowler added to the already complicated mix—to be more than I had bargained for when I received a beseeching phone call from Karen and left Homer, Alaska, where I live, and caught the first available Hawaiian Airlines flight out of Anchorage to Hilo. But Karen Parker Bailey was an old acquaintance, though I wouldn’t really say friend. She had sounded stressed and frustrated in her request for assistance, and I was without real commitments, except to myself, and free to go. We had known each other for years of sharing somewhat similar lives in the same small town, had even gone to high school together. Our husbands had been friends, which kept us in the same circles. They had both been fishermen and hers, like my first husband, Joe, had drowned at sea, but much later in life, not long after retiring.
As I offered reassurance across the table in those early-morning hours, I took a long look at her that reinforced what I had partly observed and partly suspected on my arrival the afternoon before. Karen seemed suddenly old in a way that I assumed had mostly to do with the accident-induced pressure and the strain she had been experiencing, but which I now thought was more than that. There was something about her—her behavior and attitude—that suggested to me that she was in retreat not only from her present circumstances, but, perhaps, from things in general.
Short and artificially blond, a sugar-and-spice girl with a calculated helpless streak, she had always been one to require personal appreciation, with the assumption that care would, and should, be taken of her. Three years older, Lewis Bailey had been exactly what she required. He had adored her and gone out of his way to take care of her. In a childless marriage she had been the childish one while he had become very parentlike, somewhat to the amusement of our small community, where everyone knew everyone else. The roles they had adopted, unrealistic or not, had seemed to work well enough for them, though others often viewed the relationship a bit askance, hiding tolerant grins behind their hands.
When Lewis died Karen had suddenly had no one to support her and seemed at a loss to know what to do with herself. Abruptly cast adrift, she had gone on grieving longer than seemed necessary or appropriate. I remember wanting to give her a shake and tell her to get on with it, and perhaps I—or someone—should have done so. But things had seemed to gradually improve and she took over most of her life alone, if not with total confidence, at least with what had passed to keep herself—as one of my neighbors put it—“clean, fed, and out of jail.”
Because she and Lewis had bought land just outside Hilo on which to build, planning to retire there, against advice she had insisted on following the path of least resistance and gone ahead with those plans by herself. It’s what Lewis wanted, she asserted. Shipping her household goods, she left Homer and moved into a Hilo rental before the new house construction even began. It had never seemed to dawn on her that she was leaving the support system of the community in which she had spent her entire life, so it was no surprise to me that she found herself less than happy, or capable, in a place where she knew almost no one who would put up with her helpless expectations.
Now, it seemed, with injury as excuse, she was falling back into as much dependent behavior as she could. So I would evidently have to do one of two things—either accept responsibility for the job of packing her up and moving her back to Alaska, where she had now decided to go, or finally take the bit between my teeth and tell her exactly what I had wanted to tell her before: Damn it all, Karen! Grow up and get on with it!
Why, oh, why am I at times such a sucker for someone in trouble? I wondered. How could I have…
Ah, lovie, I heard Daniel, my second husband, laugh quietly in my mind, don’t chuck a fit. She’s always been a silly sheila, but you can at least give it a bash and get it over with. It’ll all come good and you’ll be back home soon to watch your garden grow.
My dear Daniel, bless him! It had been no easier to bury a second husband after the first—having been lucky enough to love and be loved by them both. Besides scraps of his colorful Aussie slanguage, he left me with an instinctive knowledge of what he would have suggested in response to many situations, as he was dependably levelheaded, usually encouraging, and almost always in good humor. He had left me well provided for, but had also known that I was totally capable of taking care of myself.
Thank you, Daniel.
So, instead of admonishing Karen, for the moment I kept my opinions to myself in favor of something else that had been on my mind.
“Tell me,” I suggested, “exactly how and where you fell.”
“There.” Karen pointed to an open doorway in the wall behind me, a dark room beyond. “That space used to be a garage, but someone made it into what must have been a family room. It has a cement floor that’s two steps lower than this part of the house. I was using it to sort and pack up, and was moving a box of heavy stuff out there from the kitchen. But I couldn’t see ahead because of the box I was carrying, felt for the step and missed. My foot came down on the edge of it, which pitched me forward so that I fell sideways on the floor, losing the box as I went down. My left ankle was across the step’s edge when the box fell on it. The rest of me landed hard on this arm.” She once again raised her cast-encased left arm. “I heard the bone snap in my forearm, but didn’t realize my ankle was broken as well until I tried to get up and it hurt—terribly. I had to crawl back up here to the phone to call for help.”
“I’m sure it did. And so, because you live alone, they kept you overnight in the hospital.”
“Yes. But I came home in a taxi the next day just after noon. I hate hospitals.”
“Then you called me?”
“Well, not for a couple of days. I thought maybe I could hire someone from the paper to help me finish packing and getting things ready to ship home. But there simply wasn’t anyone reliable, or who was able to do it right.”
Or who would make decisions for you, I thought, but didn’t say.
“So then I called you. And you came. I do so appreci—”
Feeling overly thanked already, I cut her off and suggested that we had better plan on a busy day tomorrow—or today, as the clock now indicated—so we should go back to bed for what rest we could salvage, which we did.
But once again in my bed I found sleep impossible to come by and lay partly considering how to proceed with the job at hand, but mostly remembering the long road and serendipitous circumstances that had brought me back to Alaska for the summer—and, barely a week after arriving at home, in the right place for Karen to reach with her plea for assistance.
None of it had been planned or anticipated. The garden I had left in Homer would probably grow to a wild ruin in my absence. But most of all I missed the company of my inveterate travel companion, a mini-dachshund named Stretch, for, given rabies-free Hawaii’s animal import regulations, which require strict and lengthy quarantine, I had been forced to leave him behind. So the quicker I finished with the job at hand, the sooner I could go back to retrieve him from his temporary home with my friend Doris, who looked after things for me when I was away.
Rolling over in frustration and giving my too-fat pillow a thump to flatten it a little, I began to mentally go back over the decisions and events that, mile by mile, had unpredictably brought me to Hawaii for what I foresaw would be no vacation.


TWO

“NORA MAXINE STILLMAN FLANAGAN MCNABB? THAT’S quite a name,” the agent in the kiosk at the border that separates Idaho and British Columbia had commented with a smile as she reached up to hand my passport back through the window of my Winnebago motor home.
They almost always comment, as I have kept my maiden name and those of my two husbands, good men both, worth recognizing in this small way.
She turned then to the declaration card I had filled out in detail, checking the necessary answers aloud.
“No fresh fruit, vegetables, or plants. Less than the liter limit of alcohol. No firearms?”
I agreed with her assessment, ignoring the small pang of guilt I always feel at border crossings in remembering the shotgun that, hidden away in a secret compartment, perennially accompanies me on my travels. Wandering around North America alone at sixty-four years old, I have no desire for a handgun, convinced that anyone attempting to break into my rig would be more inclined to think twice in confronting an edgy senior citizen with a shotgun in shaky hands.
“Cute dog. Are its shots current?”
At the word dog my mini-dachshund, Stretch, turned to look across at her from his padded traveling basket. It hangs from the back of the passenger seat and allows him, being short-legged, to view the world we pass, in which he is almost always interested.
He gave the agent a doggy grin and wagged his tail furiously.
I gave her his veterinary papers.
She gave them a glance and handed them back with a smile for Stretch.
“Carrying more than ten thousand dollars Canadian?”
“Don’t I wish.”
“Don’t we all? Going home to Alaska?” she asked.
“For the summer at least. We’ll probably be back sometime in September when I run away from the cold weather again.”
“I’ll watch for you. Have a good trip.”
She waved me off and, as I drove away, in the side mirror I saw her leaning out to look after us as if she wished she could come along. Maybe she did.
 
For me, however, there was more than the usual sense of freedom and satisfaction in that border crossing, a comforting recognition of a familiar road into Canada and the country through which we were and would be traveling for the next week or ten days. Comforting? I found myself a bit perplexed at that particular word, though it seemed to fit my mood. From what exactly, I wondered, did I feel a need for comforting? I shrugged it off. There would be time enough to consider it later if the feeling lingered.
On leaving Taos, New Mexico, a few days earlier I had no intention of making the long drive north. Rather than heading for my house in Homer, I simply meant to travel beyond Denver toward the top of the map until I found a place that pleased me, where the temperatures would be cooler than those of the Southwest. Born, raised, and living in the far north all my life has thickened my blood. I can handle cold weather by wearing warm outer clothing, but heat wears me out more quickly, and when I reached southern Idaho the first of June the thermometer was already climbing into the nineties. So I went on through Idaho Falls, turned northwest into the mountains, spent one night in a campground at North Fork on the bank of the Salmon River, crossed over Lost Trail Pass into the beautiful Bitterroot Valley of Montana, and headed for the Missoula KOA Campground, stopping for a few groceries on the way through town.
I then settled us into one of the last available spaces in the KOA Campground and hooked the Winnebago up to water, power, and sewer, plus a line for cable television. The latter I often forgo, preferring music or whatever book I am currently reading, but I wanted a look at the news and weather report, thinking it might help me decide where to go next.
“Well, lovie,” I said, leash in hand, to my traveling buddy, who, after a long drink of water from his bowl, was hovering impatiently near the coach door in anticipation, “you’ve a walkabout in mind, I see.”
We strolled, as usual, for most of half an hour and I could see the woman in the office had been right in saying I was lucky there was a space to be had. “Except for one other, we’re full up for the night.”
Looking at the registration form I had filled out, she had commented on the address.
“You must be going home for the summer. It’ll probably be easier to find camping space farther up the road, especially after Dawson Creek, where the Alaska Highway officially starts. A lot of the folks staying here now are on vacation and headed either for Glacier National Park or Banff and Lake Louise. I imagine you’ll be going on up the Icefields Parkway to Jasper.”
I had started to shake my head at the “going home” part, but found myself nodding, suddenly knowing it was exactly what I, consciously or not, had wanted to do—go home, to spend the long summer days in my snug little house a couple of miles east of Homer where the highway ends on the Kenai Peninsula and I could look south out over the ever-changing colors of the wide waters of Kachemak Bay to the jagged peaks of the Kenai Mountains. I wanted to spend sunny days putting my flower garden in order, take Stretch along to wander the long sandy beaches of the local spit with gulls riding the wind overhead, see the always visible Big Dipper overhead in our northern night sky—perhaps through a wisp of the aurora—and best of all, invite friends for extended evenings of conversation, laughter, and the sharing of good food and drink around my large dining table. My hankering was to simply be back where I belonged and felt most content—with my hands in the dirt or my feet in the sand. Sometimes you just want to be in your own space, with dear and familiar things around you and, at sixty-four, I have my own space quite clearly defined and actualized in the house in which I have lived half my life. It is the one place in the world that is a refuge to me in times of trouble, or joy.
As Stretch and I walked that evening I thought about it all with some amusement at my self-deceptions, but the admission that I wanted to be there was enough. I didn’t need to analyze it in detail, or question my sudden change of plans. It felt perfectly clear and correct. I didn’t know exactly why, but neither did I feel a burning need to know. It was sufficient to have accepted reality. I would act accordingly and my motives would most likely come clear enough as I did so. Mind made up, I slept well that night and was up with the sun to head farther north in the cool of the morning.
I knew I could anticipate a familiar and pleasant journey up the long highway to my home state. So I made my way up the Idaho panhandle and crossed the Canadian border into British Columbia in good order and a peaceful frame of mind. During the afternoon I went through Cranbrook and passed by the Fort Steele Heritage Town, originally a small settlement born during the Kootenay Gold Rush in the 1860s, with a specific goal in mind—Dutch Creek RV Park, where I had stayed before and where memories overtook me as, late in the afternoon, I settled comfortably in that less crowded campground for the night.
I like driving the Alaska Highway. It is a trip full of spectacular scenery and interesting places to visit, with a friend or two I like to stop and visit along the way. I had met a new friend in that same campground on an earlier trip—Jessie Arnold, an Alaskan sled dog racer from near Wasilla. With her Alaskan husky, Tank, for company, she had been driving a motor home up the road as a favor to a contractor who was about to build her a new log cabin in place of one destroyed by an arsonist. As I moved my padded lawn chairs and a small table outside, where I could relax and watch the sun go down, I recalled having her welcome company in the second chair on a similar evening as we got acquainted over a shot of Jameson Irish and watched our dogs become friends as well.
Though we had journeyed together for much of the way north after that, meeting to park next door to each other in several RV parks and Canadian campgrounds, it was at Dutch Creek that we had met a young runaway also headed for Alaska. Remembering both Jessie and young Patrick made me wonder if he was still in Fairbanks, where he had been determined to go and find a friend who had moved there from Wyoming. I resolved that when I reached Alaska I must remind myself to ask Jessie if she had heard anything from him and what he was currently up to.
It was good to sit and remember, for it had been a long day’s drive and I was tired. The campground was peaceful and, next to the river that ran close on one side, refreshingly cooler than Missoula. I sipped my drink and watched whatever and whoever passed along the circular access road. A small girl gave Stretch, leashed and sitting at my feet, a grin and a wave as she peddled proudly past on a pink bicycle that wobbled back and forth on training wheels. A tall man with an ambling gait followed close, but not hoveringly so—obviously her father keeping a close eye on his chick. He smiled, nodded to me, and continued to amble along behind her until they disappeared behind the motor home next door. From somewhere out of sight the whisper of the late breeze brought the sweet, tangy scent of someone’s barbecue drifting in to remind me that lunch had been a long time ago and the chips I had brought out to accompany my Jameson were not meant to be dinner. With the crunch of the gravel on the road, a large fifth-wheel pickup rig drove around its curve in search of the space assigned to it. Someone at a distance laughed and a woman’s voice called out something unintelligible from where I sat.
It would have been nice to have Jessie sitting in the other chair and catch up on conversation. I decided that farther up the road I would call to see if she would be home and welcome me for an overnight visit at her house on Knik Road. Meanwhile, I would wander along at my own steady pace and enjoy the drive.
Finishing the last sip of my drink, I took Stretch inside, found dinner for us both, and went to bed early to read, but fell asleep over the book—no fault to David McCullough’s 1776, a fascinating account of the early part of the Revolutionary War and those who marched with General Washington in the beginning of our fight for independence. Whatever he writes, it is always a rewarding read.
Once again I woke early in the rear of my house on wheels. Still drowsily content to cling to the perfect, comforting warmth of my bed, I turned over and lay watching the slight motion of some leafy shadows cast on the window shade by the first rays of the sun shining through the branch of a tree outside. Comforting. There was that word again. Considering it, I realized that as soon as my decision to go home had been made I had stopped feeling so much in need of it, but was still aware of a vague discomfort that had something to do with the events of the last nine months of my life on the road.
You’ve had a lot on your plate, old girl, I heard my dear departed say in my head, as he surely would have said aloud had he been there. It’s understandable that stress would make you want to nick off home, where it’s safe and predictable.
Daniel, the second husband I outlived, was an expatriate with a wealth of Aussie-isms he was more than willing to share and which I, of course, picked up and still use occasionally. I talk to him now and then, and like to think I can hear his comments—usually advice that is at least worth considering.
Stretch was his dog to begin with and became mine by default when he died. This developed into an eventual and mutual satisfaction, though we missed Daniel a great deal as we grew used to each other without him—and still do. Once in a while at the sound of feet coming up the steps to the porch of the house at home Stretch will raise his head to stare fixedly at the door listening intently, and I recognize his hopeless optimism that just maybe our lost one is finally returning, as it coincides so precisely with a single breathless split second of my own wish.
I had to agree with the assessment Daniel had provided me concerning the past few months. I had not only lost my best and oldest friend to a murderer the previous fall, but only a few weeks past had become inadvertently mixed into another killing in Taos. Both events had been full of tension and confusion. It was true that the deaths and their eventual resolutions had taken a significant psychological toll—which I had pretty much ignored.
It made sense that my traveling decision had been made with my subconscious crying uncle. Comforting? Yes, I needed some kind of comforting. And going home was the best and most reasonable solution.
“Thanks, love,” I told Daniel aloud, which elicited a whine from Stretch, who was sitting up in his basket, needing to go out.
With a spurt of energy I climbed out of my warm cocoon, shrugged on a robe, and let Stretch out on his tether and got the coffee going while I dressed in one of my comfortable travel skirts with the large patch pockets, washed my face, brushed my teeth, and pinned my graying dark hair up in the twist that keeps it off my neck—making myself ready for a day of driving north, knowing that the closer I came to Alaska, the better I would feel.
How was I to anticipate that even home could not always be the perfectly peaceful and most restorative place to be—or that I might not be spending a perfectly ordinary summer there?
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