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  The Mission, Should You

  Choose to Accept it…

  Lots of people want to be in Maine. You’re probably here right now (or perhaps you wish you were). You’d think a person lucky enough to live here year-round would always appreciate access to 3,478 miles of coastline, award-winning restaurants, and postcard-perfect towns. Did you know we have 2,000 islands?

  But sometimes we forget. No matter where we live – even in Vacationland – we sometimes stop seeing the swimming hole down the road, the downtown bakery, and the fairy houses in our own backyards. How did we let this happen? It’s time to shed any indifference that may have accumulated for the beautiful place you live, and jog your enthusiasm for things you love to do. This advice will work no matter where you live. A great staycation is achievable in any city and any town, but, as any self-respecting Maine resident will tell you, a staycation is best in Maine!

  Visitors come to Maine and see things we don’t. I walked the streets of Portland – my day-to-day town – with a friend “from away” and stopped in surprise when he said, “Wow. You guys like to eat and do yoga, huh?” I suddenly had the eyes of a tourist with the soul of a denizen. Wonder for my city was renewed. I thought, “Oh, my gosh. These sidewalks are all brick! How beautiful! Would you look up at that late-Victorian architecture?” Love for my particular city, full of fishermen, restaurant workers, lawyers, artists, teachers, and, yes, yoga instructors, came rushing in. I thought about how some of us frequent farmers’ markets. Many like early morning greasy-spoon rituals of coffee and shooting the breeze. A lot of us drink microbrews or go to see all kinds of live shows, from blues to burlesque, from Irish to rock, modern plays to symphonies. I realized that I have the “inside information” every tourist pursues. So does everyone in their respective towns with their own local wonders - but I’m partial to Maine. It’s full of tourist-worthy, as well as the subtle and the undersung, wonders—and we don’t have to book a flight to get to them. A cappuccino in Portland is on par with one in Paris. A walk to a park with your dog, throwing a tennis ball into the waves, is an afternoon well-spent. Eating a fresh bagel with melting butter from a cozy closet of a bakery makes your Thursday.

  Even if you’re vacationing locally out of financial necessity, concentrating on your community can help you discover that pleasure in life has less to do with money and more with putting yourself in the right situations. It’s in finding pockets of fun and flavor that you would pass by if you were in a faster lane. Thinking we always need “something else” isn’t a healthy way for anyone to try and relax! Less can often mean less bother. There is an abundance right here, local, and waiting for you.

  This book is a fun-instigator, like your favorite aunt or friend to turn to when you’re bored, uninspired, or just not doing any of those interesting things you dream about. Some suggestions get specific, like recipes and real geographical nooks and crannies in Maine for you to explore. Other ideas are quieter little moments that will have you wondering, “Why don’t I do this more often?” Feel free to open to any random page when you get stuck in an Internet whirlpool and need real-world escape—and scribble in the margins to add to the creative broth. Think of it as a kind of Yellow Pages—listings to keep you from listlessness.

  The mission of this book is to help us to love the lives that we’re living right now. Not appreciating our beautiful state doesn’t mean Maine’s not giving us what we need; it means we’ve forgotten to open our closed shutters, to run around in its green forests, to pick a crisp flannel shirt off the line, to make a sandwich for an adventure on the water. It’s time to remember.

  Welcome to Staycationland.
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  Left Instead of Right:

  Turning an Explorative Way Instead of the Most

  Direct and Familiar Way

  This idea was made most famous by Robert Frost, and I encourage you to take it quite literally in your awaiting endeavors. As a kid, my mischievous mother would ask me and my sisters on the way home from the grocery store, “Okay: left or right?” and we’d have a “choose-your-own-adventure” ride home. Whereas this freaked my little sister out and she acquired a perfect internal compass as she grew up from the fear of getting lost, I loved it, and the concept has stuck with me. These are little bites throughout the book that you can grab and go when you need a quick idea and want to go down an unplanned path.

  

  

  


  “Two roads diverged in a wood, and I—

  I took the one less traveled by,

  And that has made all the difference.”

  - Robert Frost


  

  


  
CHAPTER 1

  What’s a

  Staycation?
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  Staycations got their big break from humble means. Increased interest in exploring and supporting the local economy, an ailing national economy (the decline of which historically lines up with the concept’s invention), and hiked-up gas prices are more than enough reasons for Mainers to kick back and relax where they are. The staycation trend may have been sparked by economic necessity, but it’s gone forth and prospered because it’s blood-pressure-lowering and fun.

  Honestly, it can be more fun than a traditional vacation. Sleep-deprivation seating on your flight, long lines, stopovers, and bad airport food costs the same as a four-star meal for two and a night on the town. On a staycation, you funnel money, usually spent on cramped, uncomfortable travel, towards luxuries you couldn’t otherwise afford. You don’t have to worry about recycled flu-ridden air in a plane, nor the adjustments and settling of hotel rooms, travel hangups, the kind-but-clueless concierge telling you that they have “no reservation on record” and you have effectively traveled 800 miles to sleep in a bed-bug motel down the road. Perhaps I exaggerate. But what isn’t an exaggeration is how potentially stressful travel is. Also, consider the travel time, as well as the recovery time upon arrival, as time you can use instantly in your staycation.

  A staycation highlights the wonder in the familiar because it’s the best of the basics. It’s blueberry jam on a Maine-made popover or an ice cold beer on a seaside porch restaurant. It’s why we love things like line-fragrant cotton sheets, growing our own indecently plump vine tomatoes, and french-press breakfasts in bed. The domestic life is the good life.

  Think of it this way: what’s the last, best day you had? I doubt it involved collating an enormous office mail-out or updating your professional contact list. Was it sharing gossip and a bottle of frosty white wine with a friend from out of town? When your neighbors dropped by in their pajamas on a Sunday afternoon with muffins, and all your kids made blanket forts in the living room with Puff the Magic Dragon as a babysitter, and you all ended up dancing in the kitchen? Was it sitting by the lake or beach with your sweetie, mint iced-tea and a bodice-ripper novel your only other company?

  We all have our different definitions of paradise.

  What makes these moments special is what makes the advice of this little manual pertinent. The common thread in those different staycations is that the have-to’s (or “havetas,” as my mom says) are blissfully absent. When on vacation, you should focus on “wannas,” not “havetas.”

  So then, how do you get the luster of a vacation while being around “mundane” surroundings? And, in a place where there are presumably multiple “havetas” staring you down? Therein lies the problem: our surroundings are mundane because we don’t prioritize fun, spontaneity, and relaxation within them. We live in “Vacationland”; don’t you think we should know how to vacation? As a goal, we should exhale “This is the Life!” more frequently than not. We should also give a thought to what we mean by that.

  The Life: it’s referenced enough to be a common idiom at this point. What is it? When do we recognize it and feel most alive? Perhaps it’s an offhand comment of general happiness, but there is a profound depth of presence in the sentiment. We love those moments because our minds are engaged and blissfully drinking in new tastes, paths, people—or maybe we’re just soaking up some needed sun, for goodness sakes. When we’re amidst our obligations, pleasures seem hard to accomplish—or unlikely. We squander the precious hours we have with necessity instead of pleasure because we have trained ourselves to live by all or nothing: we’re either in our “normal life” or “on vacation.” What about “the Life”— the only one you have—and what you wish to fill it up with? A staycationing mindset puts the fun back in your function, and allows some room to scatter pleasures throughout your day.

  Prioritizing good times (idle entertainment like internet and TV are not included here) takes some thought. When managed right, handling the necessities of life can create a harmony and natural rhythm to our days that lets us relax in those moments we allow ourselves, knowing that our obligations have been handled. As short as a day is, there are a lot of minutes in it. This book is for those moments in between as well as the staycation you want to plan. Adventure is completely attainable. Your town and your state can feel like a real vacation whenever you need one.

  Why Staycation?

  Avoid Baked-on Travel Feeling

  Your vacation doesn’t need to include recycled air or over-priced airport food when you’re close to home. You’ll feel (and smell) fresh upon arrival at your staycation destination.

  Be Cheap, Cheap, Cheap

  The money you save on gas now goes toward herb-crusted salmon at a restaurant you’ve been dying to try. The money you save on plane tickets can now go towards ferry tickets (to a Maine island!), and dinner and bike rentals and… There are many ways not to spend money on a vacation. It sometimes takes more planning than you would prefer, but you also won’t get a credit card statement at the end of your sojourn that puts you into a cold sweat. (More on this later.)

  Rewrite Your Perception

  When hiccups in plans inevitably occur while on a vacation, you’re more inclined to think “It’s all part of the experience” rather than a frustrating disruption of your good time. Anyone who has waited two hours for a Costa Rican bus, but polished up their Spanish with a local because of it, has this kind of a relationship with inconvenience. Staycationing gives you permission to take on a laissez-faire attitude in surroundings you might usually try to control.

  Renew Your Sense of Wonder

  Uprooting ourselves brings out our best qualities. We don’t explore when we think we already know everything about the world we’re living in. Exploring makes us present and creates that relaxing feeling of wonder we so desperately seek out when on a vacation. It’s what makes us wander down that brick alley that isn’t on the way to anything, or follow the old salty shopkeeper’s advice for seeking out the freshest hake in the Gulf of Maine. There is the aspect of other people, the world, which we are “safe from” when we choose not to interact. But a stranger’s new puppy can make us smile. Four snowflakes on our sleeve can create an entire world of images and inspiration—visions of cocoa, borrowed fireplaces, that ski trip we want to schedule. Challenge yourself to do something you don’t quite feel like doing—just be sure it’s fun!

  Rediscover the Romance of Your Hometown

  The same activity, when done in a different environment, takes on an attitude. Writing in a journal amid our screaming children is switched to writing in a journal and people-watching in that coffee shop with all the hip-looking urbanites in it. Eating a sandwich on the graffitied picnic table outside your office building parking lot is flipped when you are instead eating a foot-long Italian sub with salt, pepper, and oil by the fountain in the park five minutes away. They make your life more romantic in subtle, but tangible, ways. I’m not sure if you need a cinema reference here – try Groundhog Day, The Majestic, or It’s a Wonderful Life—but the concept of rekindled small-town romance has a substantial cinematic budget to back it up.

  Rekindle Your Passion – for Your hobby, Your family,

  Your life

  Campfire songs on your guitar, planting irises along your entrance path, finally cooking that macaroni and cheese that has two pounds of cheddar (you’ve put it off long enough). Your relationships—to the things that make you tick and the people that make you smile—are about to come out of storage.

  Get Slower, Faster

  Once you cut out the travel days, you can take a full-fledged vacation without taking much time off work. A staycation allows you to have more fun in less time so you can hit the ground running—or maybe skipping.

  
    Why Do You Need a Staycation?

    What are your top three reasons for taking a staycation? Three is a nice, neat number to help keep your eyes on the prize, so to speak. A lot of folks are inclined to take a wanderlust approach when dreaming up a vacation. They’ve been to Peru, Spain, and New Zealand in their minds, but what they actually need is some R&R: something they wouldn’t have much time for while trekking around the globe! It’s good to rein it in with a solid Top 3 before expanding out. Financial reasons is usually a big one, and that is completely okay. You’re among friends. Admitting that will help you to stay realistic about what’s in store. (I’ll talk more about financial plans later.)

    What else is on your list? Do you miss gardening? Do you have a long list of restaurants you’ve been wanting to try? Do you love poker night because you can be yourself and have a beer? What do you love about your life and living in Maine? Maybe you love it when your kids go on sleepovers because you get to take a bath and read trashy gossip magazines. Set some priorities, and maybe some needed limits, and make sure what you really want is represented.

    What Have You Been Missing?

    A Few Possible Lists:

    Sleep

    Romantic time

    Cooking for fun instead of necessity

    Films & live theater

    Live sports

    Running around outside

    Restaurant tour

    Time with family

    Visiting weird roadside attractions on Route 1

  

  

  


  Lasting Reasons to

  Staycation

  These tweaks to your “normal” behavior seem easy, but they do take that extra leap and bit of commitment to carry out. Be ready to dare yourself. The fun thing in a staycation is the unexpected—not knowing what you’ll learn, who you’ll see, and the thrill of the different. You won’t get it at home with your cat.

  Best of all, the time you spend vacationing here is also time spent building profound and lasting relationships with the landscapes, holes-in-the-walls, and your own favorite stretches of twisty-turny backroads. There was a time, in recent history, when most Maine honeymooners went camping. I’m sure this is part of the reason so many of us have wonderful family-owned camps now; these couples could reminisce and romance in a honeymoon spot year after year. It became a part of their identity, their relaxing oasis a bit off the map. These couples probably stayed close to home out of financial necessity, too. A lot of us have that in common. Somewhere along the line, our definition of vacation came to mean “far away.” But the encouraging evidence remains that we didn’t used to have to go far away to “get away.” Everything we need has always been right here.
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