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To Mom, Dad, Karen, and Will

We really will have to do this again sometime.




December 2009 - Christmas in Maine.

Over egg nog, the idea is passed around to go to Aruba next Christmas. My parents have a timeshare there, and looking out into the cold through the living room window, it seems like a great idea.




January 2010 - Calgary

“Hi Dave. I know this seems kind of short notice, but do you want to go to Aruba in February?”

I’m sitting at my desk at work, and I’m a bit startled by my mother’s abrupt question.

“Uh, I can check and see if I can get it off, when do you need to know by?”

“Within 24 hours.”

I’m staring at the monitors on my desk, at a loss for words.

“You know what? Yes. I’m going. If the company doesn’t like it, too bad.”

When I had left home at Christmas to return to Calgary, I checked some luggage with American Airlines - a foolish mistake. The service on the airlines has gotten even worse, and they now charge for checked luggage. Do you get a refund if the bag is late? Ha, fuck you, buddy. You’ll be lucky if they don’t leave it on the tarmac in Minneapolis.

I wasn’t making that mistake again with checked luggage; I was going to go to Aruba with nothing but carry-on luggage. This seemed reasonable, since if the bags were late (on a multi-hop flight that was all but guaranteed), I’d be without bags in Aruba anyway. Telling my coworker of my plan, he informed me that because of a terrorist incident over the holidays American Airlines had reduced the carry-on allowance, so that all that could be brought on was a briefcase.

This would require craftiness and minimalism that I had not previously employed in any trip. I started packing the briefcase, and I was nearly convinced that I could fit everything I needed into my leather briefcase.

I was elated by this feat, until I got an inquiry from Google about employment. This was also fairly exciting, as it meant a possible escape from the bitter Calgary cold. It also meant I would need to bring a thick textbook along with me to study before the interview. The textbook ended up taking about 3 T-shirts worth of space in my briefcase, but there was little choice if I wanted to get the new job.




Aruba packing list:


	Passport (American)

	Printed-out Boarding Pass

	Work Visa

	Wallet

	Cellphone (fully charged)

	Nikon point and shoot camera (and batteries and tripod)

	Voice recorder (and batteries)

	8 gigabyte flash drive

	MP3 player and noise reduction headphones

	1 swimsuit

	1 pair of underwear (boxer-briefs)

	1 pair of socks

	1 T-shirt (plain white)

	Sunglasses

	1 pair sandals

	“It” by Stephen King

	“Modern Operating Systems” by Andrew S. Tanenbaum

	Pens and a pink highlighter

	Roughly 30 pages of scrap paper

	5 Clif bars (to eat on the plane)

	Sleep mask







February 2010

Flying from Calgary to Miami, I keep seeing large groups of missionaries in the airports. They aren’t hard to find: 10 to 15 people, all standing around with matching fluorescent T-shirts. Smiling. Haiti had just gotten slammed by an earthquake, and so the flocks were going to save the poor folks, religiously speaking. Not having been a missionary before, I can only guess what the process actually entails.

Wearing a white business shirt, khakis, and carrying around a black leather briefcase, I look like a villain out of Miami Vice. Tired and sweaty, I crawl around the Miami airport, in desperate search for a bar and some chow. There are gold seashells in the faux-marble floor, and the walls have tacky fish artwork.

I stumble upon a shitty little tourist bar just beyond a Manchu Wok and an Au Bon Pan. I order a rum punch and key lime pie. As the Manchu Wok is to Chinese food, the punch and pie are to the real Florida deal. I sit at the counter, blankly looking at a television mounted to the wall, waiting for my flight.

“Mommy, I want my iPod!,” a little girl shrieks on the plane, directly behind my seat. Planes seem to bring out the worst in children. “Where is my journal!” The parents scramble through their luggage in the overhead bins, and I wonder what possible insights this harpy-child has that necessitates instant gratification. I’ve been told that the diaries of young girls are full of hope, dreams, and wonder. As a man, I’m biologically incapable of giving a shit.

This also makes me a hypocrite. I write a fair bit, and the inevitability of writing is that you inadvertently dredge up your hopes, dreams, and wonder. Sort of like a fishing net snagging a dolphin. However, much like the fisherman, the goal isn’t to snag dolphins (or if it is, you’re discreet about it), but to pull out the stories that swim like fish.

There’s a baby hollering directly behind my seat. I despise children, so I’m ready to lock the child in the bathroom. He may not stop crying, but at least I won’t have to deal with this.

The plane taxis around the Miami International Airport, and is soon en route to Aruba.

I’m getting told at work that I need to unwind, possibly due to threats about bludgeoning a salesperson with a keyboard. My parents decided to do a family trip, so the timing is perfect.

Karen got married to Will in the spring, and the idea of kids has come up. I’m fine with this, because now the spotlight is off me, and I can continue to live my degenerate life. With kids, spontaneity hits the brick wall, and even when you do try to do a crazy trip, you have to deal with nightmare children like the one behind me in the plane.

The Aruban customs declaration form reads like a subscriber card out of a magazine. There are questions like “Main Source for Choosing Aruba” and “Type of Accommodation.” They collect e-mail addresses for their promotional newsletter. One of the choices under “Main Purpose of Visit” is Sun, Sand, and Sea (in Spanish, Sol, Playa y Mar). This place is all business.

Having noted the flashing lights on the plane’s descent, the pilot points out that it is Carnaval. Likely, I am the only person on the plane who did not know this.

After having to prove I wasn’t a drug dealer (“Sir, only one bag?”), I walk into the warm Oranjestad evening, looking for a cab to bring me to Palm Beach. An older, gruff man asked which hotel I was going to.

“Marriott,” I said. “Ocean Club.” I hop into his dirty Ford Explorer that has a little “TAXI” glow sign on the dashboard. There is another passenger in the vehicle who was from Uruguay.

“Did you know it’s Super Bowl tomorrow?”

“Nope, didn’t know that. I flew out of Calgary - it doesn’t really get covered there.”

“These tourists come talking about football, but here, it’s, uh, soccer.” He ended the sentence as if a question, unsure if he was getting his point across. The Uruguay passenger nods his head in agreement.

He races through the side streets and dodges the various drunk drivers on the road with skill. This man was a local, through and through. He spoke 7 languages: English, Spanish, Dutch, Papiamento, Portuguese, French, and German. “The French and the German I don’t do so well.”

By taking the local roads instead of the main street to Palm Beach, I see everything from slum to high-class. The grit is real, and I surmise staying in the resort will never give me the real Aruba that was zipping before my eyes.

There’s a 7-Eleven take-out and eat-in restaurant (not the industrial-light vacuums like up north, but an actual restaurant). The billboards and posters along the streets are enthusiastic, bordering on kitschy. It would be pretty hard to be cynical when you live on an island like this.

The passenger from Uruguay gets off before I do. The hearty laughs the driver shares with the passenger, along with no apparent transaction of currency, leads me to believe that I am footing the bill.

As we pull into the Ocean Club parking lot, the driver tells me that the best bar to watch the Super Bowl would be the Ocean Club bar. I’m pretty sure he is telling me this simply to make conversation, rather than actually giving advice.

I pay for the whole ride.

I knock on the door to my parent’s room, and my mom answers the door in her nightgown, sans eyeglasses.

“Where’s your suitcase?”

“This is my suitcase.” I pat my briefcase.

The condo has a small kitchen, a bathroom, and large screen LCD television that is eerily reminiscent from the movie 1984. There’s a patio facing into the sun, with a glass table and several chairs. There is also a dining area, which makes for a perfect spot to congregate.

There is a hide-a-bed made up for me, and before long I’m stretched out on it. Fading out in a haze of exhaustion, my last sight is the palm trees outside the window.




Chapter 4

First thing in the morning, I’m greeted by my family in full. My sister Karen and her husband Will were both able to fly down to Aruba along with my parents, so we have plenty to talk about. Getting right down to business, we make a grocery list, as eating at restaurants on vacation gets expensive and tiring after the first few days. We make a trip out to get groceries, with Mom holding down the fort at the condo.

There’s no sidewalks on the roads by the hotels, likely because the tourists almost never leave the resorts. Walking to the rumored grocery store, we started a stray dog count and were up to 3 dogs when we finally arrived, walking in behind a woman with a pink shirt that read “Drink up, bitches!” The store didn’t have any price tags, so we skipped it and kept walking down the road. We were soon across the road from a store called “Sextasy,” and realized we were getting into a hairier section of the island, and turned back. We hailed an Autobus, and went to Super Food.

The driver was enthusiastic, wearing jeans and a simple dress shirt. Joining us in the bus was a large, sweating couple who were also en route to Super Food. Also along for the ride was a tourist who made a big show of paying the driver in florins. The fare is cheap, and it turns out the buses have flat rates as opposed to the taxis that gouge tourists.

The Super Food is cool inside, leaving the skin almost tingling. We got a case of Balashi (a Venezuelan brew), 5 bottles of wine, two loaves of bread, gouda cheese and some cold cuts. At the store checkout the staff were handing out T-shirts for Carnaval, with ladies wearing skimpy celebratory clothing pressed on the front. I got one, filling out my wardrobe.

By luck, we catch the same Autobus without waiting for too long, bringing us back to the hotel.

The clear-blue pools at the resort are arranged around a fake mountain. Ascending the mountain, there is a large hot tub that can hold 20 people comfortably. A lot of the resorts’ patrons will stick around poolside, and were it only that, it would be sufficient. However, this pool area looks out onto beautiful white-sand beach and sparkling water, the horizon dotted by boats offering scuba diving and parasailing.

We walk out into the pool area, and realize we need to stake our claim before the land grab starts. We grab 5 chaise lounges by the children’s wading pool, which affords shade given by the tropical trees that are planted liberally around the pool area.

Around the pools are people of various shades of cancerous crispy brown, many wearing gold chain necklaces and speaking with heavy Long Island accents. The woman are older and wearing sun visors, and the men seem to be almost universally blob-like. At this point, my assumption is that the younger crowd are out on the boats or are on the beach.

A large iguana has taken up residence in front of a man’s chair as he throws crackers towards the reptile.

I decide to get some ice cream, hoping it will afford me more than ice cream, but an Aruban ice cream experience. I am told there is a plaza nearby, but no one knows the instructions off the top of their heads.

I try getting to the plaza from the parking lot, but it only leads to a busy highway, again realizing that no one is ever meant to escape the resort. After a quick glance from higher ground I change my approach, deciding to get to the plaza from the beach. I walk through sandy paths, looking for places to cut through the hotels, which seem to form a protective barrier. Whether this barrier is intended to protect the Aruban citizens or the tourists isn’t clear yet. Various shortcuts lead me to dead ends, which are generally festive graveyards of broken beach chairs and empty bottles of beer. I finally cut through the Holiday Inn, and make my way to the plaza.

I found an ice cream store near Dushi’s bagels. I wait a while at the counter, and eventually get a drippy ice cream cone, paid for with an American ten dollar bill. The cashier talks to someone in the back, and in their hurried Spanish, I pick out the word “gringo.” I wasn’t paying in florins, which were roughly 1.5 florins per US dollar that week. Nota bene, if you pay in US currency in Aruba, you pay the gringo tax.

For dinner we found a little rib shack called Smokey Joe’s Tavern. Joe turns out to be real, and is also a rabid Boston Red Sox fan. He stands at the table a while as we discuss the last season, and the general state of baseball.

As the sun slipped below the horizon, we got back to the condo and watched the Super Bowl that evening, as the New Orleans Saints played the Indianapolis Colts. The game ends up being quite good, and the Saints trounce the Colts by denying the star quarterback Peyton Manning any playing time on the field.

While eating breakfast at the kitchen table, Mom reads aloud the daily activities at the resort. “They’ve got all sorts of things. Name That Tune is at eleven o’clock, that should be pretty good. Oh! Funky aqua aerobics in the pool!” She makes some arm movements that could be called ‘funky dancing.’ “I did that the whole week last time, and I lost two pounds.” She looks pleased with herself, having found the justification for any treats she eats while on the island.

I flip through one of the promotional magazines on the coffee table. In it, I find an article on Dera Gai. “Hey, listen to this: Dera Gai is a holiday where they dig a hole in the ground, put a rooster in the hole, and then try to decapitate the rooster with a long pole while blindfolded. Winner gets free booze.”

“Whoa, that’s pretty awesome.”

“And apparently, the new humane approach is using a plastic rooster.”

We note how low we were getting on food and sunscreen. After only one day in Aruba, we had all managed to get sunburned. The skin on my nose is starting to peel, and a general sense of unease had wrapped around my skin.

We sunscreen up and go to the pool, eager to see how Mom is doing. A woman is standing on the deck at the head of the pool, dancing around to 90s house music. 30 or so women (and a few men) all bob along, like an aquatic version of Thriller.

Karen and Will get in the pool, and begin mimicking the aerobics group. They find an arm-length iguana resting at poolside next to them. I joined them in the pool as they taunt the iguana, freaking out the lizard with the aerobics arm motions.

“Hua! Hua! Hua! Hua!” Karen shouts as her arms make shooting gestures towards the lizard.

“I wonder if putting my arms up and making myself look big will scare it,” I ask.

Karen says “nah, already tried that.”

“Maybe I can poke it with this leaf,” Will says. As he inches closer with the leaf drawn, the iguana puffs up its throat and starts bobbing its head. We were in its territory, and it didn’t like our company. We leave him alone after making a few more wavy-arm motions.

Mom and Dad are in the pool, and Will is at peace reading a book, so Karen and I decide to walk down the beach. The sun is beating down, and even in the water the ultraviolet rays are cooking our skin.

The beach sand is bleached white. I wonder aloud how it gets that way. “It’s the digested bits of coral from the fish,” Karen says. We keep walking. The various beach vendors hawking parasailing rides and snorkeling hound us until we’re out of earshot. As we continue down the beach, the distance between people grows, until finally we are at a part of the beach where there is rough brush near the dunes and seaweed covering the sand. This seems to be the domain of beach bums and people who like their peace and quiet.

“I’m wondering what it would take to move here. It’d be nice to live here all the time.”

“You’d never get anything done, it would be too hot,” Karen said.

“I imagine after a while I would get used to it. Just work remotely.”

“The internet connections here aren’t that great, Dave.”

“I’m just saying it would be nice is all.”

We walk to a point in the beach where we can go no further, so we turn around and start heading back.

Eating dinner in the condo, it turns out that Mom has already managed to find new friends in the funky aqua aerobics class.

“You wouldn’t believe it, but I found another woman in the class who lives 20 minutes away from us.”

“How on earth do you manage to find the one other Maine woman in a class in Aruba?”

“Well, I like talking to the other people.”

Turning on the television, we see that the United States is getting pummeled by snow, and the forecasters are calling it Snowpocalypse 2010. Washington DC and New York City were shut down, and the storm is walloping states that hadn’t seen snow in years.

Dad, Will, and I decide to go to one of the casinos at a nearby resort. The resort has no doors, and is pretty much open air until we get to the casino, which has heavy glass that are wide open. The entire room smells like an ashtray, and the people inside are clustered in their respective areas. Immediately to the right of the casino doors are the quarter slots, and middle aged and older woman are simply plugging away, smoking cheap cigarettes as they keep hitting the ‘spin’ button. Then there are the card tables, with the overweight middle-aged men who are looking at their cards with great concentration. Possibly, these men have read a book on how to play the odds, or are just hoping for a statistical anomaly. The casino has made few concessions for decor, but is a modern money-making machine. Will makes a little money, but Dad is out twenty dollars.




Chapter 6

At breakfast, Mom saw that there was going to be a game poolside of ‘How Well Do You Know Your Partner?’ “Your father and I were always really good at that,” she said, smiling.

Dad said “Well, that’s because we had a system. Every answer would need to start with R.”

“What about things like town names? Bangor would be a pretty hard answer!”

“Caterpillars!” Karen shouted, “every answer to every question is caterpillars.”

My parents are the only ones who enter the game, and ‘win’ an “I Heart Aruba” t-shirt. The shirt ends up being my size, and there is yet one more piece of apparel added to my wardrobe.

One term I continually heard over the stay was churrascaria, which is a restaurant common to South America. Having never been to one, I really had no idea what to expect.

“Imagine a restaurant where they just keep bringing you meat. Delicious meat.”

We walked over to the Texas de Brazil, a churrascaria place outside the resort.

“Now Dave,” Mom said, “don’t fill up at the salad bar. It’s all good, but...” The memories could be seen through her eyes. She was speaking from experience.

We were seated at a table in the center of the restaurant. We got some plates, and walked over to the salad bar, which had an incredible assortment of different salads, cold cuts, and cheeses. At the end of the buffet were several large wheels of gouda cheese, cut into thin slices.

I had a tiny salad, and a sampling of some cold cuts and cheeses. Next to my fork, I noticed a little disc with a red side and a green side. Karen says “the disc tells them to come with more meat. Unless you put it to red, they won’t stop piling it onto your plate.” Dad’s grinning. In my head, I get an image of a man suffering a heart attack with the green side up, clutching his chest as the servers continuously ask ‘more pork?’

We all straighten our posture in our chairs, hoping that this will be essential to eating longer. I flip the disc to the green side, and within a couple minutes a large man with a long skewer packed with meat was at my side. “Would you like some filet mignon, sir?”

“That would be delightful, thank you.”

A fist-sized portion of tender beef lay on my plate in all of its juicy glory. Will had some as well, as the filet mignon man went from person to person. The knife slid through with minimal effort, and within a mouthful I became removed from the world. It was a perfect cut, served medium rare. The meat’s juices ran down my gums, and my eyes rolled back. If that serving had been the only one, I would have been plenty satisfied.

“You have to eat until the point where you hurt yourself... hate yourself...” Karen said, as she ate a bacon-covered something.

The disc remains green side up, and the folks with the skewers keep on coming. The amount of animals that have been sacrificed becomes more apparent as the juices dot the once white tablecloth. Breathing becomes difficult. Beads of sweat gather on my brow, as gluttony gives way to masochism. Like Ouroboros consuming its own body, we had ceased to see what we were eating. It’s all delicious (of course it is), and it keeps on coming. The first to flip red is Mom, who is beginning to show visible signs of discomfort.

We all flip red out of solidarity, but also because the meat is coming faster than can be consumed. I excuse myself to go to the bathroom, and make haste.

Undoing the button on my trousers only relieves my pain temporarily. It feels as though wet cement is working its way through my digestive system, and I fear that my body isn’t up to the task.

I walk to the sink, and toss some cool water onto my sunburned face. Looking into the mirror, I say “mind over matter, Dave. You can eat as much of this as you believe you can.”

In the end, what finally does me in is a third serving of breaded pork. Several pounds of meat have been devoured, and appropriate posture is impossible, my body wrapping around a swollen stomach. My hands are tingling, and it feels as though my motor functions are being impeded by the sheer amount of bulk I had just consumed.

“So Dave, you hate yourself now?”

We leave, and go into the stores below the restaurant. Knick-knacks, souvenirs, and all the garbage necessary for an ‘authentic’ Aruban vacation. I find a pimp cane with a scorpion handle, but Mom talks me out of it. Probably a good thing too; it wouldn’t have looked good at customs.

Karen and I decide we’ll get some more swimming in before the pools close for the night. There are bright lights in the pools, turning them all sorts of colours. The pool lights almost dance in time to a small Carnaval dance celebration that was next to the pool. While island locals were dancing in their costumes, there was a handful of people sitting in chairs near a buffet watching them. The economy had hit tourist places like Aruba hard, and nowhere was that more obvious than the dancing ceremony.

We did some ska-dancing in the pool along to the music, and had a fun enough time. Before long, a few males of college age came out to the pool. They climbed atop the faux mountain structure in the middle of the pool area, and jumped into the pool while doing flips in the air. I turned to Karen and said “we probably shouldn’t stick around, we don’t want to be witnesses,” and she agreed. We toweled off and went back inside.




Chapter 6

Karen, Mom, and I were in the pool, swimming and talking near the swim-up bar. We saw a parent tossing their kids around in the pool, and so I try picking up and tossing Karen. This is not successful, and is akin to a botched Caber toss.

Dad and Will are sitting poolside. Dad checks his watch every couple of minutes, and at 4 P.M. he and Will descend into the pool and started wading to the swim-up bar to partake in happy hour.

The deal is 2 for 1, so we get 4 Sex on the Beachs and 2 Tequila Sunrises. We drink them quickly, and Dad starts talking. “Dave, you’ve got the world going for you. You haven’t been in jail, you’ve got a job, you aren’t addicted to anything. You just have to go where the girls are.”

“You know I’m going to write about this, right?” I said.

“Yeah, that’s fine. Now when you go hunting, would you go someplace where there’s no deer?”

“No,” I said, “you wouldn’t.”

“Now, what I know about women is that they will find you. You gotta get out there and get shot.”

“What?!”

“Y’know get shot like a deer.”

“I thought I was supposed to be the hunter.”

“No, you’re a deer. And the thing about a deer is that you’ll get shot eventually. But being a deer, you can say no.” The sun and the booze has gotten to him, and the metaphors were melting faster than the ice in the plastic cocktail cups.

“It’s like the story of how I met your Mom. She found me.”

At this point, Mom steps in. “It wasn’t like that at all,” she said. “He asked me if I wanted to dance.”

“The point is,” Dad said, “put yourself in the firing range.” He finishes off the Sex on the Beach, and as he and Mom wade back to the deck chairs, I swim over to Karen and Will, who were now trying to toss each other around the pool.

“So what were you and Dad talking about?” Karen asks.

“Uh, Dad was trying to give me a talk on, um-”

“Boning chicks?” We double over laughing at that one.

“No, on picking up chicks. There was something about firing ranges and being a deer and getting shot.”

“Sounds like a good talk.”

“Well, he said I’d be fine since I haven’t been to jail, have a job, and I’m not addicted to drugs.”

“That might mean something in Maine,” Karen points out, “but you’re in an educated, low-crime city right now. That doesn’t count for anything.”

Will and I try to escape the sun, and head into town to watch Avatar. I’d enjoyed the movie thoroughly the 4 times prior I had watched it, so I didn’t see any harm in watching it again. The tickets are cheap enough, and as we sink into the seats we’re treated to what seems to be a genuine Aruban experience as they played ads that were a mix of Spanish and English, almost all of which involved zany, slapstick humor that needed no interpretation. The lights dimmed, and we watched Avatar en español.

Leaving the cool theatre, we walked through the plaza, heading towards a large drum band that was playing. I turned for a moment, and then noticed that I was next to Miss Aruba. The drum band finished up, and the crowd dispersed quickly. Will and I head back to the hotel, the evenings warm air interrupted with brief but welcomed breeze.

After having a few brief flirtations with dollar bingo through the week, we decide to go big. Karen, Will, and Dad split 6 cards, while I get five. The cards are made of thick cardstock, ripped from overuse, and have little plastic windows that go over the numbers. With this many cards it was no longer a game; it was an investment. We were going to rob the place blind.

The number caller that day is a different person than the one from the previous two days. How different she is becomes apparent from the various first number. “This is an I. I-aye-aye-aye-aye-aye! I22!”

She drags it into a full-hour affair - far longer than a simple bingo game should ever go. Her shrill voice and inane banter freezes time, and attacks the head like a hangover with a monkey shrieking into your ear. “We’ve got a G! G sixtyyyyyyy-” and just as one is marking the 60 on their board, she’d then yell “G64!”

“Losing wouldn’t be so bad,” I said, turning over to Dad, “if she didn’t make me feel like a loser while I was playing this damn game.”

The Vancouver Olympics opening ceremonies are on the television. The build-up is incredibly wanky, and the announcers ham up the history of Canada as well as the warmth of the people and the indomitable Canadian spirit. Having lived in Canada for 5 years, I know this to be a total falsehood, and that the Canucks are a bitter and sarcastic crowd when they aren’t required to put on a front for the international stage. Admittedly, this is why I’ve enjoyed living in the country so much. My family will hear none of my protests, and watch as the world convenes to see who can fly down a frozen mountain the fastest.

On the final evening, we go out to a restaurant on the beach. A cool wind is blowing, and I have a sad feeling in my gut that is neither the steak nor the mai tai. It is the knowledge that I’m going to be leaving this tropical paradise to return to a blizzardy snowhere. The sun sets quickly, and though I’m still on the island, in my mind I’m already heading back home.

We return to the condo, and while finishing up our packing we see some stray kittens laying out on our deck. I try taking pictures of them, but the camera’s red eye light spooks them, and they move to the next deck. The talking heads on the television are saying Snowpocalypse 2010 is starting to wind down in Dallas, which, being my connection to Calgary, is a relief. Karen, Will and I go back to Miami on the same flight early the next morning, and so we say goodnight to my parents early, and go to bed. I look out the window, and see the palm trees dancing in the wind.




Chapter 7

Karen, Will and I go back to Miami on the same flight early in the morning. We stand in line at the Aruba International Airport, looking around at the stores full of over-priced goods, the slot machines, and the bored security guards. The security process for leaving the country is much more strict than entering, and the bags are searched a second time before we get on the plane. The plane soon takes off, and the island drifts away into a memory. A child screams for most of the flight.

When we arrive at the Miami airport, we look for a place to get some lunch. We find a Corona beer beach-themed restaurant. Fake pool lifesavers, palm trees, seascape pictures – like spring break but with stickier tables. There is no free tap water, so I get a beer, and Karen and Will get soda.

We part ways, and I suddenly feel very alone.

I listen to Willie Nelson’s audio book “The Tao of Willie” on the way to Dallas. Willie talks about Wu-wei - doing the bare minimum to get the job done. He also talks about how friendship and family are the things that make life worth living. I wander the Dallas airport, alone with my thoughts, wondering where the next barbecue chicken restaurant is.

We finally get on the plane from Dallas to Calgary an hour and a half late. People’s sense of panic increases as talk of missed connections give the cabin a steady din. Everyone in the plane gets buckled in, and I’m looking out the window, hoping that the plane will be taking off shortly.

The flight attendant gets on the intercom: “We apologize for the delay, but we’re afraid we cannot start moving the plane until the first-class passengers receive their refreshments.”

There’s a collective groan in economy class, and just loud enough to be heard from the back someone says “first class is bullshit!”

I pick up the SkyMall magazine from the front compartment that’s in the seat pouch. I enjoyed reading them as a child, as it seemed the height of opulence. Special space pens, watches, and all the accoutrements that the busy executive would need to go about their business in style and class.

My dreams of being a powerful executive are far from my reality, and life’s needs are a little less theoretical than they were when I was a boy. I open the SkyMall and turn the pages, and I’m struck by the banality of the items. There’s still expensive watches and fancy pens, but now alongside them are items that seem to belong to flea markets and tabloid ads.

The jackass in the seat in front of me puts his seat all the way down, obstructing my view of the magazine. I want to be home.

The plane touches ground, we de-plane, and I dash through the concourse. I walk up to the customs counter and give them my passport and visa. The customs officer looks me down: a smelly, sunburnt man in rumpled business wear with nothing but a briefcase.

“Where are you arriving from?”

“Aruba.”

“Are you here with family?”

“Nope.”

A long silence, as he types in my information into his computer. He looks at my visa a little too long for my liking.

“What does your company do?”

“Oh, we make computers for libraries. We’re in the downtown-”

“Thank you, welcome to Canada.” He stamps my passport, and moves on to the next person.

I take my papers and run to the bus stop. Just as I start to despair about missing the last bus out of the airport for the night, it pulls in, and the driver gets out and lights a cigarette.

I amble zombie-like into the bus, bumping into the various seats. I find a seat, and pop open my briefcase. Inside are all the things which I’d needed for just a week, and I wonder if I could have made do with even less. The island had sustained me. As the bus drives towards Whitehorn station, I see the black northern skies pocked with stars, and a different feeling of being home sinks in.

I board the train at Whitehorn station. On the train, a homeless person drunkenly tries to befriend the other person in the car. “Yeah,” I think, “It’s good to be home again.”
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