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Introduction








I’m not an
expert on Jamaica, nor am I an expert on running my life. But I am
an expert at living right beside the track instead of on the right
track since I was derailed in 2003. Ask anyone who’s known me since
before then until now and you’ll find out the two most
life-altering things that have happened in my life are the birth of
my son and my discovery of Jamaica.

Both those
events have altered me from the inside out and rocked the
foundation of the life I thought I would have by now. It utterly
fascinates me that something which happened by accident in my life
actually pulled enough pieces together to make me be able to look
back far beyond it and say “OH that’s why that happened!” It really
wasn’t an accident at all.

This book was
supposed to be about my travels to Jamaica and how I moved there
and became a big success in my endeavors but since I started
writing it became a book about revelations, successes and failures.
If I wasn’t me I’d be totally interested to see how the book ends
and even more so, where this person ended up.

It’s worth
mentioning that this book is also not about typical experiences one
might have in Jamaica and shouldn’t be used as a guide of what or
what not to do if you choose to vacation or move there for that
matter. As they say in advertising; results may vary. I kind of
knew that going in but didn’t take it under heavy
consideration.











 Chapter 1 - How
Jamaica Happened To Me






In March of
2003 I won an all-inclusive trip to Jamaica through a local radio
station at home in Canada. It was a five-day jaunt that ruined my
life. The reason I say Jamaica ruined my life is because if I’d
never won this trip and had never started traveling there I
probably would own a house, have a loaded bank account, and have a
wardrobe that’s actually suitable for living in a city with eight
months of winter. Instead I moved back in with my mother, have an
eleven year old car, wear the same four outfits all winter in order
to maintain my much larger Jamaica attire, and have more luggage
than I know what to do with.

So this
five-day free vacation was awesome! I stayed in an all-inclusive
resort and had scheduled bus trips to a bunch of different events
over the course of those five days. I ate and drank for free at the
hotel, met all the staff who worked there, and went to a few night
clubs. But there were some very key little things that happened on
that trip which made me know I’d seen nothing yet.

One of those
key things is that on every bus trip I gazed out the window at the
people in the streets and the tiny wooden shacks that dotted the
hillsides and knew this island wasn’t about the strip of hotels I
was on. Another key thing is that I seemed to unrealistically
“click” with the very few locals I’d met. And the last key thing
was meeting a police officer who made me an offer I couldn’t
refuse. He told me that if I ever returned to the island I could
stay in his neighbourhood in the country and he’d show me the real
Jamaica. Well honestly, who could turn down an offer like that?











 Chapter 2 - Travel
to Jamaica






If I could own
the phrase “travel to Jamaica” I would copyright it in a heartbeat.
I’m an undying advocate for the island no matter what’s going on
there or what negative things people have heard about it. I do have
a love/hate relationship with the place because I’ve had my fair
share of ups and downs in my travels. But I could say the same
about the Canadian city in which I was born. So I choose to promote
the lesser of the two evils; the country with no snow.

Jamaica has a
bad rap which, at the time I started writing this book, was
horrible even! I have no idea when you’re reading this right now
but if you Google “Christopher Coke” or “Tivoli Incursions” you’ll
get what I mean when I say horrible. But it passed just as similar
events have passed even before my time in Jamaica, and it hasn’t
swayed me yet.

Ironically it’s
the Christopher Coke events that inspired me to stop talking about
writing and actually just do it. Now more than ever I want to
inform people about the Jamaica I know and what it’s really like to
travel and live there as a single white female, as a mother and son
on vacation, as a writer, and most importantly as a human being
who’s interested in other human beings of a different culture.

Jamaica is as
safe as the city you’re reading this from right now. If I had to be
a one-woman crusade to keep tourism alive and well there, I surely
would do it. However, I’ll do it honestly and openly and won’t
sugar-coat anything. I’ve had some very negative experiences and
have been in some precarious situations in Jamaica but it has
undoubtedly changed my life forever and I didn’t see it coming.











 Chapter 3 -
Jamaica & My Old Job






The two really
didn’t mix except for the fact that one paid for the other. That’s
it, there is no other connection. From 2003 until I started writing
this book my cushy government job had completely funded my
obsession for traveling. In 2011 when I left that government job I
had ten years of it behind me and a pretty decent pension lump to
invest. But that’s all I had besides memories of a job and schedule
that sucked the life right out of me.

What did my job
mean to me? Not a whole lot since I never intended to stay there
long enough to retire. It was one of those “means to an end” kind
of deals. But while I did work there I thoroughly enjoyed my
coworkers and their never ending “haven’t you been away enough
already this year?” comments. Once in a while they’d call my bluff
and say “haven’t you quit yet?” It was coming….believe me.

The people at
my job had watched the transformation over the years since I
actually started working there before Jamaica stole my life. I
became the go-to girl for the entire company if someone had a
question about traveling there. People I don’t even know came up to
me and asked “you’re the Jamaica lady right?” and that’s usually
how it started. God knows where they got this information. There
must have been something written on the bathroom wall.

With that being
said, chatting to anyone about Jamaica is never a chore so I’m
happy to talk to complete strangers about how to plan their trip
and how they won’t be mugged or shot if they leave the confines of
an all-inclusive resort. If I was rich and moved to Jamaica to live
inside a resort I would still be the exact same person I always
was. What I’m saying is that because I experience the island the
way I do I will forever be a changed person and I feel sorry for
those who don’t travel the way I do because they don’t learn a
thing except how to spend money.











 Chapter 4 - The
Evolution Process






At the time I
completed this book I’d been to Jamaica sixteen times and of those
sixteen I won two of the trips. Trip number fifteen turned into a
two-month stay and I just up and quit my ten year career to do it.
After that the purpose of trip number sixteen was to clean up the
damages leftover from abandoning my life for trip fifteen.

The last eight
years has been one big evolution process for me and whether I want
to call them successes or failures, I will surely be clubbed over
the head if I call any of it a failure. I have a lot of fans and
followers who read my travel blog and a family who secretly admires
my courage while at the same time thinks I’m an idiot for being so
reckless.

The rest of
this book is going to be about pure revelations through this
journey of mine. I’m not going to bother putting any of it in
chronological order because after all this time most of it mashes
together in my head. I can say that it’s been one hell of a ride
and I believe it’s far from over because there is something woven
deep into my fabric that knows there’s a reason I’m doing what I’m
doing. It’s hard to pinpoint what that is and I’ve run myself down
to the critical point with money but I’m still not worried nor
stressed.











 Chapter 5 - The
Savage Traveler (For Shanna)






One of my
biggest personal achievements is that I’ve evolved from a
self-conscious single mom who was aware of every critical eye and
opinion, into a strong woman who doesn’t really care what anyone
thinks of me and the way I live my life. As long as I’m right with
my family and my creator the rest doesn’t matter. There are a lot
of dark secrets in my life that have been major inhibitors to
having good self-esteem and I have questioned myself every step of
the way but this path of self-discovery still feels right so I’m
going with it.

I’m not sure
when I crossed over and became such a brute but I kind of like it
and still manage not to step on anyone’s toes as I move along, even
though I’m pretty sure I owe my mother at least half the profit
from this book.

I find it
unbelievable that random people email me on a regular basis and
call me an inspiration and that they want to be like me, because
being me isn’t always a bed of roses. For example, as I’m typing
this right now my resume is lying on my bed beside me, yet I
neglect to do anything with it so that I can actually get paid.
Writing feels much more important. And I don’t want to forget to
mention that all those people who call me an inspiration are the
ones who actually give me the inspiration to keep going!

One of my best
friends, Shanna, told me I should name this book The Savage
Traveler and I told her I thought it sounded like I’m ripping
through the island of Jamaica with a machete killing people. But at
the same time I couldn’t leave her suggestion completely out of the
picture because I do rip through the island digging for every piece
of information I can, I just refrain from killing people. Although
the thought has crossed my mind when certain individuals have
crossed me.

Without further
ado I will let the evolution unfold before your eyes. There are so
many things I need to go on about that I have to start now! I just
wanted to give you a little glimpse into my life before it was
taken over so you know where I started from.











 Chapter 6 - The
Big Win






It was March
2003 at about 6:00 a.m. when the cue to call came over the radio
waves. My radio station in Calgary had a contest running where they
would play a song by Sean Paul, a popular Jamaican artist, and when
you heard it you had to be caller number nine to qualify. I was
getting ready for work, the song came on and I got through as the
correct caller. I was now in a draw for a trip to Jamaica!

Somehow that
didn’t seem good enough for me so on another morning I heard the
same song and called again. My plan was that if I was the correct
caller a second time I would pretend to be someone else, I would
pretend to be one of my good friends and enter her in the contest
as well. Then I made a deal with her that if either one of us win
we had to take the other on the trip. As luck would have it I got
through again so now we had two entries in the draw for this
trip.

I’ve been
entered in radio contests before and I really have zero faith that
I’d ever be lucky enough to actually win but this time it felt
different. The feeling was unexplainable and I felt it enough that
on the day of the draw I decided to drive to work instead of taking
the bus so I could listen to the radio when the draw was made.

There I was
sitting in morning traffic and it was time. I was fully tuned in
and the morning crew from the station made the draw. Before they
even said the name of the winner they cracked a joke about her last
name. It was at that very moment that I knew it was my friend
because she has the most ridiculously long and convoluted last
name. All I needed was for them to say it! Just say it! And then
they did! I was beside myself and I couldn’t even call her because
they were calling her. I heard her on the radio accepting her prize
and as soon as she hung up the phone I called her. We were both
freaking out. What a great feeling – we had just won a free trip
and I’d never won anything up to this point.

The scramble
was on now because the departure date for this trip was two weeks
from the day we won and neither of us had passports. Back in the
day we didn’t actually need passports to go to Jamaica but we
wanted them anyways just to be sure. Nothing was going to stop us
from being two best girlfriends going on an all-inclusive tropical
vacation together! All I had to do was clear it with my job and I’d
only been working there for 6 months and had no vacation time
banked. Fortunately the five-day trip included a weekend and I had
the excuse that I won it so couldn’t really turn it down.
Everything was sorted out and we were off!

Fast forward to
arriving in Jamaica – I can’t even begin to describe what it was
like watching the island approach out the right-side window of the
plane and I have never gotten tired of that view since. Up until
that first trip I’d never left North America and had no idea what
another culture was like besides the Canadianized versions of them
at home. As our plane touched down and I looked at the hillside in
Montego Bay I really had nothing to say that wouldn’t sound idiotic
because I was in complete awe. I saw a mixture of little board
shacks, average looking homes and some giant, rich-people homes all
mashed together. Never saw anything like it before.

There were a
few really obvious things about Jamaica I noticed before even
stepping off the plane. First, there were clearly no building codes
here. Back home I worked in the planning and building department at
City Hall and where I live you need a permit before you can even
dig a hole. This place was a contradiction to everything I knew
about homebuilding. Second, everything is green! Keep in mind it
was March and at home it was cold and full of snow when I left.
Everything is so lush and full and green! Palm trees swayed in the
breeze and it was definitely paradise. And third, the airport
looked like a center for ants because it was so tiny and hardly
existent….there weren’t even any boarding bridges from the planes
for us to walk into the airport. This was a new experience for me
since the only airports I’d ever visited were in major metropolitan
cities such as Vancouver, Los Angeles and San Fransisco. Jamaica
felt so primitive to me and I was charmed to death by it!

The two most
memorable things about stepping off that plane are the smell of
fire in the air (they burn a lot of brush and trash) and the
overwhelming whoosh of humidity when the airplane door opened. To
this day that smell of fire brings a rush of fond feelings over me,
especially when I smell fire in Canada. It makes me want to cry and
I wish I could somehow bottle that smell and keep it forever. And
the onslaught of humidity never gets old for me because where I’m
from in Canada it’s dry as a bone. Jamaica was the first time I
experienced my pants literally sticking to my skin and I’ll never
forget that feeling.

Back to my
first landing – as I mentioned back in 2003 there were no boarding
bridges from the airplane to the airport so the flight attendants
opened the front and rear doors of the plane and we descended a
portable staircase onto the tarmac. It felt kind of cool to do
that, like presidents do when they fly to foreign countries. And
there I was with two feet planted on Jamaican soil. The beginning
of life as I now know it.
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