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Finding Home

The walls in my second story bedroom were a toasted honey color in the Summer 2018. Light gleamed through the window panes casting a golden warmth on my face as I sat, hot mug in hand, peering out the window. Today, as was the case most days, my gaze was directed upwards since the houses visible from my window were painfully dull; completely void of visual interest and character.  The house next to mine looked much like my own. The one next to that was built in a similar fashion and so on and so forth.  Though palatable, looking at my neighborhood was like shopping in a store that carried only one item of clothing; damn boring. Beautiful architecture commands appreciation, but the homes in this modest middle class neighborhood existed to appease the home owners association, and that was about it.  A suburban paradise.

I’d just moved into this house a week before. The creeks in the stairs,  the sound of the air conditioner, and the general aroma were all unsettling. New houses rarely feel like home, but this one was exceptionally unwelcoming. I got lost while trying to find my own kitchen. It was as if I was living another person's life. Sleeping in another person's bed.  Eating another person's food. It didn’t help that Kansas was flatter than a pancake and the traffic was hellish. Nothing says “welcome” to a new city like daily stand still traffic.                                                                       

It took weeks to find a job. I submitted numerous applications, but none of the employers were convinced. The company I ended up at was far from impressive. Whenever someone asked me where I worked I’d preface my answer with, “...the pay is better than you’d think,” or “...it’s just a temporary situation.”  The home improvement store was about as glamorous as hippopotamus in a bikini and the six A.M. shift was all they could offer me. Each morning, I pulled into the massive empty parking lot at 6:03 and sat for a minute for two, waiting for my fortitude to build. Each morning I took advantage of the seven minute grace period allotted before clocking in. Each morning I sipped on Folgers black coffee while propping myself up against the register counter, trying not to fall asleep. And each morning the minutes crawled like disoriented slugs.

As I worked my menial job and lived in my stuffy neighborhood my primary motivation was the anticipation of a drastic change in scenery and pace that was scheduled for the start of the following year.  My dear friend, Katherine, and I had visited New Zealand twice in the past two years. Together, we’d fallen in love with the community, the ocean, and with a few olive skinned, brown eyed Kiwi boys who, without saying a word, convinced us that we needed to return.  Since the inception of our friendship, I’ve always said that Katherine wears rose colored glasses. She can’t help but assume the best about others as well as have a disgustingly positive outlook on even the most bleak situation. It would take a grotesque amount of rain for Katherine to feel the need to cancel her parade. After I moved from Alaska to Kansas,  finding time to connect with Katherine became more difficult, but each week we made a point to discuss the upcoming adventure.
 
For weeks I watched the tickets, fretting over the cost, while weighing the pros and cons of the entire trip. My parents had finally made peace with the idea of me living in a foreign country for six months, and I had too. Until in a still moment my mind did backflips around all of the things that could possibly go wrong. I wondered if I’d somehow derail my life with this trip. Getting out of Kansas was my biggest daily motivation, and at the same time, leaving everything I knew scared me witless. As an adventure lover with a bent towards caution, I spent the following weeks making lists, making calls, and making sure that all of my I’s were dotted and my T’s were crossed.

In the week leading up to my departure, my father must have cried four times.  Being the sensitive and kind man that he was, I’d seen many tears spill down his cheeks over the years, but seeing him cry at the thought of my absence made my heart throb. His eyes would grow considerably red as the tears gradually pooled. “Oh daddy, I’m gonna come back!” “I know,” he’d say while forcing a smile, “I just love you so very much!”  

The domestic flights were a breeze. From Kansas to Los Angeles I flew alone. Finally, after what felt like ages, Katherine’s plane arrived in LAX and together we waited to board our international flight. As I sat in those slippery black airport seats, I couldn’t help but tap my foot nervously on the hideous blue airport carpet. Our flight began to board.  When we were steps away from the plane, I grabbed Katherine’s hand apprehensively and said “Are you sure you want to do this?” Katherine, not realizing the genuine nature of my statement laughed and said “Look Aubri, we’re going!”

In the winter of 2019, I struggled to stay warm in the back bedroom of the little white house on Heathglen avenue. The only thing this quaint kiwi made home lacked was central heating. The morning that I awoke to the sight of my own breath in the air, I nearly lost my mind. I spent the entire day grumbling to Katherine about our freezing rental and how I could not and would not live like this. I wasted no time before appealing to my landlords, begging for a space heater.  After several days of bitter frustration about the situation, I settled down in the conclusion that if this was my home, I would do things differently. But it wasn’t, truly, my home so there was little use in grumbling too much, even if my nose was pink from the cold.

In the spring of 2019 I was sitting in the passenger side of a silver Volkswagen. The curves of the backcountry road reminded me of a Dr. Suess illustration, and Elijah didn’t believe in putting his foot on the breaks. My stomach dropped at each turn.  The ratio of sheep to humans in New Zealand, at the time, was seven to one. The likelihood of running over a sheep on this back country road, was in my mind, very high. This recently acquired knowledge was the source of my concern, so I held my breath, in an attempt to keep from screeching.

As the sun made its way to its resting place for the night it's golden rays illuminated the small farms and green rolling hills. To my utter delight, we pulled into the tree surrounded grassy knoll where we’d once spent hours together, before our feelings had been made known. Giddily, Elijah jumped out of the car carrying a picnic basket and a few blankets. We spread the blankets over the remarkably unlevel earth and enjoyed our meal.  Just as the sun had nearly disappeared entirely, He asked  “Would you like to dance?”  “Is the Pope Catholic?” I replied with a giggle.  Without a moment of delay, we were in eachothers arms. Dusk became dark and we twirled and swayed to the sweetest of love songs. He placed his hand at the small of my back and pulled my body in tight against his. A rush of adrenaline surged through me and I could feel the warmth in my face. Fortunately, it was too dark for him to notice my change in coloring. His chest and arms are strong and as he pressed his face into the curve of my neck, I wondered if I’d finally found my home.

Life in New Zealand was like a beautiful dream. Katherine and I spent our days sipping lattes in hipster cafes, going for walks on the beach, touring the South Island of New Zealand, and spending hours with a host of interesting and intellectually stimulating individuals. My weekends consisted of romantic dates, late night snack runs to Denny’s with my love and more meaningful conversations than some people have their entire lives. Sure, there were days when we couldn’t find a ride, when our fingers ached from the cold, when our budget was painfully tight, and when we sat alone in our flat, with nothing to do and nowhere to go. Yet, even the less than picturesque days were, somehow, good. Being faced with the reality of having to leave my beautiful New Zealand,  I was reminded that like every good dream, soon this one would come to an end. I wouldn’t be waking up in the little white house on Heathglen avenue. Instead,  I would again awake to the toasted honey walls of my second story bedroom in suburban paradise.

In the Autumn of 2019, we were standing just outside of airport security. The flight attendant had given the final boarding call. I set my belongings on the ground and threw my arms around Elijah’s neck. He squeezed me tight for a moment, let go, grabbed a hold of my waist, and gazed affectionately into my eyes. Then, he pulled me back into another hug. I breathed deeply, hoping to remember the smell of his cologne. His rough beard felt sharp against my cheek as he gave me a kiss. The flight attendant made another announcement over the intercom, so I let go of my love and rushed through security. As my belongings made their way out of the scanner, I looked back to see him standing there, watching. My eyesight became blurred with tears and I wondered when I would be able to come back home to him again.

 In the winter of 2019, I spent a considerable amount of time feeling out of place while sitting in my second story bedroom with the toasted honey colored walls. Elijah told me he wouldn’t be visiting suburban paradise because it was just too far from home. For the first month, I avoided mirrors and listened to breakup songs.  I had to remove the pictures of Elijah from the walls of my heart which caused each room to appear rather lifeless and sterile. I could barely recognize that place anymore, and felt more like a vagabond than ever.

Each day I went through the motions of life in suburban paradise. Work, school, dinner with the family, smile, wave, repeat. Loving Elijah had allowed me to take a breath, and unpack boxes, but the eviction note taped to the front door ripped all of that away. I struggled to find a sense of normalcy and wondered often how long this homelesness would last.

In the winter of 2020 I was laying in my bed, sleeping deeply.  As the golden sun streamed through my open curtains, I was gently encouraged to awake. Sheepishly, I rolled over to look out my window. Just outside sat a tall, leafless tree. As I admired the tree, it occurred to me that it is in the winter when the leaves are gone and the exterior appearance of the tree is far from appealing, that its roots are pushing deep into the ground. While from the outside, it seems that the tree has stopped growing entirely, it is actually developing a strength and depth that, while not discernible from the outside, is the foundation for the growth to come in the spring. For the first time in months, it wasn't so hard to get out of bed. Even on the days when I felt like a stranger in my own city, and home still didn’t feel like home, that beautiful, leafless tree sitting just outside my second story room with the toasted honey walls, reminded me  that spring was on the way, and even now, I was becoming my own home.
