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Introduction 

Twenty-five years before staycation became a buzzword, my parents packed their three kids into a rented van for an overnight “fake-cation.”

Yes, a fake-cation. As in fake vacation.

After all, the van wasn’t really rented. My parents got it at a reduced rate, or maybe even free, in exchange for listening to a sales pitch on conversion vans. When the sales pitch was over, the van was all ours for the next twenty-four hours.

And what a twenty-four hours it was!

To escape the summer heat in Phoenix, Arizona, we drove seventy-five miles north to higher elevation. We swam in a creek, ate dinner somewhere, and then slept in the van in a grocery store parking lot. One bench seat folded flat into a bed, and my parents slept there. My brother slept on the floor, and my sister and I each slept in a captain’s chair.

The captain’s chairs reclined less than an airplane seat, making sleep almost impossible. I remember struggling to get comfortable as I watched cars zoom by on a freeway next to us. The next morning, with our twenty-four hours nearly complete, we headed home. 

It was one of several fake-cations my family took when I was a kid. One time we spent a weekend in a townhouse that required my parents to sit through a three-hour sales pitch.

Another time, our family spent a weekend at an RV park that was mostly populated by retirees. The park had a small, deteriorating miniature golf course that was fun for an hour or two. But after that, my brother, sister, and I had nothing to do but play cards in the RV and walk over to the shuffleboard courts and sling around the sliding disks. I remember I ate an entire box of Cheez-Its in one day during that trip. Not because I was hungry, just because it was something to pass the time. The most memorable moment of that weekend was when my brother and I, tired of watching the three channels available on our portable five-inch, black-and-white TV, walked to the RV park’s community center. There we found a television set to watch, but that only lasted a few minutes. We got yelled at for turning up the volume because it was interfering with the man calling out the bingo numbers.

Very memorable, but not the greatest vacation. Truly a fake-cation.

But I don’t blame my parents. Three kids were expensive to fly anywhere. And the emotional cost was probably higher, given that my brother, sister, and I could get into an argument in the middle of church. On Christmas Eve.

Money was tight, and so was time. My dad, an insurance salesman, switched companies so often that he didn’t accumulate a lot of vacation days. He did accumulate a lot of business cards, however, and we used the backs of the outdated ones to write down phone messages.

Obviously, the seven-day family vacation to Walt Disney World wasn’t an option for my family. But now that I’ve taken some jabs at my parents, I’ll give them some credit. Even without much money or time, they still wanted to put some kind of vacation together.

That’s exactly what millions of Americans, including me, are thinking right now. How are we going to spend our next vacation? 

We’d all love to really splurge. We’d love to jet away for a fourteen-day trip to somewhere exotic. We’d love to lounge on an exclusive beach and snap our fingers to have someone deliver us food, drinks, and in my case, SPF 140 sunblock. But for many of us, reality cramps our vacation fantasies. The economy is in a downturn; gas prices are up and down (but usually up); and airlines are cutting flights, hiking fares, and adding fees for checking luggage. They’re even charging for pillows now. Eventually, I’m guessing the airlines will add a “passenger convenience fee” to any flight that doesn’t end with an exit by inflatable slide.

The airlines are a little desperate, obviously. And there’s a good reason why. In June of 2008, consumer confidence hit its lowest level in sixteen years. Inflation is up, home values are sinking, and salaries are stagnant.

In an Associated Press story that was printed in newspapers across the country, an economist described it this way: “From a consumer perspective, this is the most troubling economy since the 1980s.”

Economic conditions are painful, no doubt. So what do we have to do? Unfortunately, as much as we hate it in this country of big hopes, big dreams, and Big Macs, it’s time to downsize.

That brings us to the staycation. The stay-at-home vacation. The kind of vacation nobody really talked about until it became a product of necessity. The kind of vacation that my parents tried to pull off back when the economy was in another mighty swan dive.

But those were fake-cations. A staycation doesn’t have to be that way.

I know this because I’m now in the position my parents were in twenty-five years ago. Like my parents, my wife and I have three kids. And since we started having our kids, and heard “it’s a boy!” three times, we’ve spent many vacations at home.

Finances are a big reason. It’s expensive to take kids on vacation, and after our first son was born six years ago, my wife suspended her career as a teacher. Another reason we started taking stayca-tions, although we never called them that, was just how stressful it is to travel with kids.

When we fly, I feel like I’m toting an entire section of Babies ’R Us onto a plane. It’s just like every time I go to the neighborhood pool with the kids. Let’s see. Do we have everything? Towels, boogie board, pool noodle float thing, hats, goggles, swim shoes, water guns, two cups of water, Spider-Man dive toy . . . yes, we’ve got everything. Loaded down with all that stuff, I waddle along behind the kids as we walk to the pool. Now I know how my wife felt when she was pregnant.

Wait, no, I don’t. She might read this. Hey, can we erase that last sentence?

Anyway, my wife and I and our kids have taken a lot of staycations. Some great, some not-so-great. But it all leads up to this:

The only thing I know about the future is that it’s uncertain. Even if my sons manage to stay out of emergency rooms, big expenses lie ahead. Greater financial challenges, too. So if I can save some money now, I’m better prepared for the future. A staycation will help me do that.

I’ve learned a lot over the years about how to have a good, and bad, staycation. In the chapters that follow, I’ll pass along some tips, strategies, and ideas for making it a good one. Some will be simple, some more elaborate, some dirt cheap, and some that, at least for a staycation, might be considered extravagant.

Some ideas won’t be new to you. Others might lead you to wonder why you didn’t think of it yourself. And one or two might lead you to say, “That seems a little crazy.”

If that happens, remember two things:

1. A staycation is most successful when you have a positive attitude and willingness to adjust the traditional notion of what a vacation is.

2. This book was written by a guy who once ran into a parked car while playing street football. I may have suffered permanent damage. Or perhaps I was damaged beforehand.

The ideas in the book should help you plan your next staycation. Whether you’re single, a couple, or a couple and more, you will find something that fits. But this book will have more than ideas for your staycation. I also want it to be a source of encouragement as you plan your vacation time. So what if you’re spending an evening at the community theater instead of seeing The Phantom of the Opera on Broadway. You can still make it special.

And don’t be embarrassed that you’re taking a staycation. Just about everyone in the country is feeling the pinch, and staycations are a way for individuals, couples, and families to get away from it all without breaking the bank.

Throughout the book, my fellow staycationers will tell their stories. They’ll talk about their favorite ideas, what worked well and sometimes not so well, and their keys to a successful staycation. I’ll also share some of my experiences in travel, as a kid, and as a dad with kids.

So let’s get started. When you’re finished, I hope you’ll be ready to plan a staycation that doesn’t feel like a fake-cation. You can make it real, you can make it special, and you can make it memorable.

Memorable for the right reasons, I mean. Because I’ll never forget that night I spent sitting in the conversion van, trying to fall asleep, staring at a glowing McDonald’s sign.


Chapter 1

What Is a
 Staycation?
And How Can It
 Work for You?
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According to Urban Dictionary, a staycation is “A vacation that is spent at one’s home enjoying all that home and one’s home environs have to offer.”

That definition seems about right. Spending a vacation at home or close to home. But the best way to define a staycation, at least for this book, is this way:

A vacation in which the vacationer stays at home, or near home, while creating the environment of a traditional vacation.

What does “creating the environment of a traditional vacation” mean? That’s probably the most important part of the definition. But first, let’s get some specifics out of the way.

The Magic Number Is 100 

This book will consider “near home” any location within about 100 miles. That’s because a 200-mile round trip seems to be a reasonable upper limit for a destination that can be traveled to and enjoyed in one day. Unless you routinely drive at more than 100 miles per hour, in which case you should proceed directly to the chapter on thrill rides. Or to jail.

You can, of course, travel farther than 100 miles for a staycation activity. The perfect camping spot might be 125 miles away or a great amusement park might mean a 150-mile drive. In that case, my rule is more of a guideline. But if you need a full tank of gas just to get somewhere, that’s pushing it.

Before you start on a long drive, look for attractions nearby the way staycationer Lin B. did. The increased prices for gasoline and airline tickets were the big reasons she and her husband stayed close to home, but seeing all the tourists in her hometown made the decision easier.

“Here we are living in the Dallas–Fort Worth area and have never been to any of the museums, water parks, theme parks, and other local attractions that so many out-of-towners come to see,” Lin said.

“It was like a light bulb went off in our minds at the same time, when we suddenly realized we’d always taken vacations to get out of town and out-of-towners were leaving their own hometowns to come here.”

Close to Home, but Light-Years Away 

Maybe the light bulb will go off for you, too. Or maybe you still really want to get out of town but have no choice. Either way, the important thing is to make your staycation the best it can be.

To do that, you need to create the environment of a traditional vacation. But what does that mean?

It’s pretty simple, really. It means getting out of the rut of your daily life. It means not planning a stay-at-home vacation that combines leisure time with cleaning out the garage, building bookshelves, and a trip to get the car repaired. That’s not a vacation at all.

People have been spending their vacation days that way for years. Every now and then you need a few vacation days just to catch up on everything, or at least not fall further behind. I guess you could call that an “efficiency vacation,” but it’s probably better not to call it a vacation at all.

Some people would say the same about a staycation. After all, the traditional notion of a vacation includes traveling somewhere far away. A vacation means you take a flight, or a long car ride with a hotel stay, and arrive at a vacation destination. Getting away from it all means, in a physical way, getting away from it all.

Hassle-Free Fun 

There’s a lot of value to that. A traditional vacation creates a tangible break from the daily grind. It whisks you away from the everyday and takes you out of your stressful environment. Unfortunately, it also throws you into an environment that includes crowded airports, delayed flights, and the technological marvel of body-scanning machines that look under clothes and really get to know you.

And if you’re traveling with kids?

Well, humorist Robert Benchley put it this way:

“Traveling with children corresponds roughly to traveling third class in Bulgaria.”

Benchley died in 1945, but his observation about traveling with kids holds up. I’ve never traveled any class to Bulgaria, but I have walked down the aisle of an airplane with a baby car seat and watched passengers attempt to telepathically block me from taking the seat next to them.

Many other perils and peeves await today’s traveler, so for some people, the staycation isn’t a completely financial decision. You’ve probably heard someone return from vacation and say they need a vacation to recover from a vacation.

That person could be Nancy B., who enjoys taking staycations with her husband.

“When we work all week, an ideal vacation is to just stay at home and enjoy the fruits of our labors from the long hours at the office,” she said. “We have never fallen victim to the usual ‘tourist traps’ anyhow and prefer to find or make our own fun.”

Another staycationer, Katie H., weighs in:

“Those that think the only definition of vacation is flying across the world to sip margaritas on some foreign beach are in dire need of a reality check,” said Katie, who likes to staycation with her husband, Chris, in northern California. “Those who don’t like to stay home and need to be busy should consider that there is plenty to do in the local area.”

Katie and Chris did take a trip to Hawaii a few years ago and stayed in a five-diamond resort. It was wonderful, she said, and— this was the most important part—all expenses paid. But as for other traditional vacations. . . .

“We don’t feel that making a trip somewhere that involves an airplane ride, rental car, hotel, and massive credit card bills after the fact sounds that appealing.”

Yes, the traditional vacation can be tiring. And frustrating. And include your suitcase doing loops in a London baggage claim as you land in Cairo. But I’m not going to sugarcoat this book with an idea that a staycation is better than a traditional vacation. I know that a staycation is a product of necessity and that most people would prefer to take a traditional vacation. It’s just that economic conditions have put the squeeze on their plans.

How can you tell if a staycation is right for you? It might depend on which of the following statements are most likely to come from you:

Is a Staycati on Right for You?








	Yes, a staycation is right for you.
	No, probably not.



	The best part of a vacation is the 		 

	The best part of a vacation is




	time spent with family and friends.	 

	getting out of this godforsaken  




	 
	place I live in.




	A vacation isn’t a vacation if it 		 

	A vacation isn’t a vacation if it 




	doesn’t get me away from my 		 

	doesn’t include bringing my tooth-- 




	everyday life, help me relax, and 	 

	brush, packing at least three pairs 




	refresh me for my return to work.		 

	of underwear, and hearing a flight  




	 
	attendant say “full-and-upright  




	 
	position.”




	If I don’t take a vacation that 		 

	If I don’t take a vacation that 




	includes a flight or a long road 		 

	includes a flight or a long road trip, 




	trip, I will save money.		 

	the terrorists will have won.




	The glass is half full. 		 

	The glass is half empty.




	There are many attractions in my		 

	There are many attractions in my  




	hometown that I have not visited.		 

	hometown that I have not visited,  




	 
	but I still can’t get out of this  




	 
	godforsaken place fast enough.






A lot of cities began trying to capitalize on the staycation trend in the summer of 2008. New York City began marketing “Go Local” to its citizens to keep their tourist dollars in the city and help replace the dollars lost when out-of-town tourists opted for staycations. The convention and visitors bureau in Arlington, Texas, dedicated a section of its website to staycations with the slogan, “Stay close to home. Stay close to fun.” And the state of Washington’s tourism website greeted visitors with this:

“Who says you need to travel far from home for this year’s summer vacation? You can find plenty of amazing Washington experiences in your own backyard.”

That’s probably true for wherever you live. Regardless of how you came to the decision to take a staycation, you can probably find amazing experiences in your own backyard. But for people still smarting from watching vacation plans vaporize as the economy stumbles and travel costs shoot up, adapting to the staycation idea might not be easy. At least at first.

“It’s a rite of passage in America to say, ‘I went on a big vacation,’” said Joslyn T., a mother of two who has taken several stay-cations. “But right now, it makes sense to stay home.”

Yes it does. But it doesn’t mean you have to give up your vacation. A staycation can be a real vacation. Once again, this book’s definition:

A vacation in which the vacationer stays at home, or near home, while creating the environment of a traditional vacation.

Make It Your Own 

Our definition of staycation is pretty broad, but so is each person’s definition of a traditional vacation. For some people, the perfect vacation means glacier hiking in Alaska or kayaking on the Colorado River through the Grand Canyon. Others would prefer a place such as Walt Disney World, New York City, or just a beach where they can turn off their cell phone and read a book.

The same is true for a staycation. Depending on what’s right for you, and your budget, your staycation might be spent mostly inside your house. It might also include a day cruise, a two-day stay at a nearby resort, a concert, a museum visit, tickets to the theater, or a day of thrill rides at an amusement park.

Or it could include all of those activities in one week. You might even be able to throw in a hot air balloon ride. You can do that with a staycation, and when it’s over, well. . . .

Brian W., who takes a traditional vacation each year and spends another one at home, says it best:

“You don’t leave your staycation more tired than you did going into it.”


Chapter 2

Staycation Rules 
















[image: 9781605506562_0036_001]


Off you go on an unforgettable seven-day family cruise to the Caribbean. You’ve got the camera, the sunscreen, calypso music on the iPod, and a vacation vibe so intense that you’re actually considering getting your blonde hair braided in cornrows. You are so ready for a vacation.

And then on the first day, your five-year-old says the boat makes his tummy feel funny. On day two, he doesn’t want anything from the buffet. On day three, as you lounge on the deck, feeling the wind tickle your developing sunburn, a cruise worker runs to you and says, “Please come quickly! Your son just threw up during the treasure hunt at Camp Adventure Kids.”

At that moment, and during the rest of your trip with a child who proves not to be seaworthy, a staycation sounds fantastic. But that’s not why I started the chapter on staycation rules with a tale of high distress on the high seas.

Here’s the reason: The way seasickness can doom a cruise is exactly how breaking the staycation rules can doom a less exotic vacation.

Wait. There are rules for a staycation?

Yes, there are.

Rules might seem out of place when talking about a vacation. After all, a vacation is supposed be a break from the rules, responsibilities, and schedules that govern our lives. But these are rules that will help you do that.

Especially Staycation Rule #1, which trumps all other rules.

Rule #1: A Staycation Must 
Be Treated as a Real Vacation 

Rule #1 means that just because you’re not getting on that cruise trip, you still need to do the same mental checkout of the real world that typical vacations entail. That means turning off your cell phone and not checking your e-mail each day. It means getting all the household chores done before the start of your staycation.  It means not thinking, “If we leave the show just before the curtain falls, then we can beat traffic, I’ll be in bed before midnight, and can get up early tomorrow to mow the lawn.”
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