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PROLOGUE
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Many people cringe at the thought of going to the Arctic for a multitude of reasons.  The main one is because of the extreme temperature.  I’m not going to lie and say it doesn’t get cold in winter because the numbers can dip to -50˚ or -60̊ Celsius.  

But, unlike many places in other parts of the country, there is no huge fluctuation in numbers.  Once it hits the below zero, it stays there for weeks.  There is never -40 one day then +2 the next.  You become quickly acclimatized to it.  Plus, if you dress properly, the weather will not be an issue.  

You will also not miss out on the spectacular wonders of the north.  You’ll see a variety of wildlife and the Aurora Borealis – a brilliant light show put on for free every night.  Pictures and words do not do it justice.  You need to immerse yourself in it – feel it, see it, and play with it.

My time in the Canadian Arctic has had a profound effect on my life.  There were both negative and positive experiences which happened to me – changing my views on the world and life in general.  The negative showed me I was stronger than I thought and the positive enriched my softer side.

The Arctic and I have a love-hate relationship. I love it when I’m away from it, missing its unique and quirky personality.  It seems to call out to me, beckoning me to come back as if it misses me too.  Yet, when I am there, it finds different ways to make me want to leave and never want to come back.  

The breakup is always messy – each one seemingly worse than the one before it.  I am always bitter when I leave as it is with most turbulent endings of unhealthy relationships.  But, once I’ve settled down and take a good look back, I realized things were not quite as bad as my imagination made it out to be.  Yes, there were some major events that made me question why I went but the good experiences far outnumbered the bad.

The following stories are true stories – things that happened to me while I was living and working in the Arctic.  Many names have been changed, partly because I do not remember them and partly to protect the identities of some.
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HOUSE PARTY AT THE TREE HOUSE
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In Norman Wells, you are limited in the activities in which you can participate. There is curling, hockey and drinking, the latter being the most common. Norman Wells has two bars, affectionately nicknamed Big Bar and Little Bar as well as a Legion and a liquor agency. Most people have house parties, get-togethers where many of the guests have a tendency to drink to excess.

The majority of those who live and work in the north come from away. I was from Nova Scotia; my roommate was from Ontario. We both worked for a small airline based out of Norman Wells. I was the dispatcher and she was one of the small crew of pilots.

One night, my roommate, Anne, was waiting for one of the guys to pick her up for a house party. I was more than content to stay home and watch a move but Derek, one of the mechanics, had other ideas.

“C’mon, Nova Scotia girl,” he quipped. “We can’t have you sitting home watching the weather station when there’s a party to go to. You know we have a reputation to keep up.”

How could I argue with that?  Bluenosers and Newfoundlanders are regarded among the Canadian population of being “party” people. For the most part, we’re easy-going, and laid back; we enjoy a good time whenever and wherever possible.

I find we enjoy laughing, dancing and lots of music of all kinds. So, up I went to my first northern house party. When we arrived, I was in awe of the house. It was log cabin style and two of the young pilots were renting it. They affectionately called their home the tree house, for obvious reasons. Jacob gave me the tour of the two-storey house before I started socializing with the others.

After getting a bottle of beer, I settled in the living room for an hour or so, talking with some of my co-workers. My second stop was the kitchen and dining room area, once I picked up a second beer. There were fewer people but a lot brighter so it took me a bit to adjust to the light.

I took a seat across from Luke, one of the senior pilots. His wife, Lori, sat next to him. It was nice to spend time with my fellow workers and talk about anything but work. I was nearly done my third bottle when Jake asked me if I wanted a stronger drink than beer.  At first, I declined. I knew what mixing alcohol did to me and the last thing I wanted was to get sloshed at my first get-together with my colleagues.

Just a quick background on me and drinking. I am not a mean or bad drunk but I do get quite chatty and silly. For the most part, I remember what I’ve done and how I’ve gotten from point A to point B.  But, I have had my moments of blurred memory. At this stage of my life, it really is no big deal as there are more important things for me to worry about than how I got home from a night of binge drinking.

Once I finished my beer (three in about three hours); I decided to take Jake up on his offer of a harder drink but I would have to create my own concoction. My drink was comprised of Captain Morgan Dark Rum, Bailey’s Irish Cream and Southern Comfort.

Jake had turned his nose up at it but once I had him try it, he loved it. In fact, he enjoyed it so much he took my large glass around to everyone so they could have a taste. By the time he returned to the kitchen, the glass was empty and I had to prepare a refill for myself.

Around midnight, my roommate had decided she was heading home but I decided to stick around for a little while longer. Couple more glasses of my invention – drunk very quickly – had loosened me up somewhat and was beginning to relax. Plus, I was enjoying my drink so much; I was guzzling them back like water.

Big mistake! By the time everyone was ready to leave, I was wasted. I remember standing between the bathroom and the front door, almost in trance. The next thing I knew, a pair of hands grabbed me by the shoulders and threw me into the bathroom.

“Don’t come out until you’re done!” a voice stated. To this day, I don’t know who it was but the only thing I can do now is laugh about it.  Let’s just say, I don’t drink like that any longer. Actually, I rarely even drink and I wonder how I could have been so stupid in the first place.
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