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For Megan who makes me laugh,
For Daniel who makes me wonder, 

For Jerry who makes me hope.

For the captain of our ship and our parents 
who give us cakes, Fords, and a sense of humor.

For all families who hope for 
the perfect family vacation.

Thank you, Susan, for creating 
the perfect design for my book cover.

Your work is the icing on my cake!

And for Julie…
Yes, Julie, the book is fi nished… 

and the turkey is in the oven.





Author’s Note

It is my hope that this book will be incorporated in 
many classrooms as a “fi rst week back to school” story, 
encouraging classroom discussion and ample writing and 
illustrating opportunities for students. Family Vacation 
Malfunction, affords ample opportunities to review or 
introduce prediction, fi gurative language, Venn diagrams, 
research, vocabulary instruction, and narrative writing.

It is an excellent tool for opening the communication 
lines among students and creating a positive classroom 
environment for your new school year.  I have included 
some literature suggestions in the back of the book to use 
in conjunction with this story, and I look forward to reading 
Chapter 23 ½ from many students!  Enjoy!
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Chapter 1
Mickey Mouse Pancakes

My sister threw up Mickey Mouse pancakes 
on the way home from our family vacation 
in Florida.  A rainbow of vomit erupted over 

Mount Megan’s suntanned chin splattering my white 
Nike Shox and the DVDs camoufl aging the fl oor mats 
of our 2001 Ford Taurus.  It wasn’t the kind of throwing 
up announced by the short, gaggy, warning cough that 
gives your victims time to sound the barf alarm.   It was 
the explosive, take immediate cover, type.   One minute 
Megan was watching a Barney video, and the next she was 
puking up a breakfast milkshake like magma spewing out 
of a volcano. My mom jerked the glove compartment open 
and grabbed the white, emergency restaurant napkins. 

“We’re out of napkins!  Throw me your shirt… NOW!” 
screeched my mother as serious as an overtime goal, 
forcing the surrender of the lucky polo I’d been using 
as a pillow.  My eyes bugged out of their sockets as she 
carefully positioned my brand new shirt under Megan’s 
locked jaw like a heavy duty paper towel.
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Two hours earlier I sat slouched in an overly air- 
conditioned Cracker Barrel in Chattanooga, Tennessee, 
staring as Megan shoveled Mickey Mouse pancakes 
masked in maple syrup, M & Ms, and whipped cream 
into bulging chipmunk cheeks.  The scent of its sickening 
sweetness blanketed me with nausea.

Breakfast is the meal I eliminate during the summer 
months because I’m on the, sleep till noon schedule. But 
when you’re on a family road trip, you quickly learn to eat 
and use the restrooms whenever your vehicle comes to a 
halt.  So, I forced this foreign meal down, knowing that a 
mid- afternoon Taco Bell request would be as ignored as 
the annoying student waving his hand in the air while my 
teacher is trying to explain an assignment.

While my step-dad parted with two more Andrew 
Jacksons, I body slammed the exit door, plowing into 
the June heat like it was a defenseman twice my size.  I 
trudged in slow motion across the steaming parking lot, 
struggling to break free from Mother Nature’s heated grip.  
Regurgitated breakfast was the last thing on my mind as 
our vehicle merged onto the northbound highway headed 
for our mitten state.

My step-dad jerked my thoughts back to the present as 
he swiftly swerved the car over to the right hand lane after 
spotting a billboard advertising several restaurants at the 
next exit.  I dug my fi nger tips deep into my mother’s head 
rest as we plunged under the green light at the bottom of 
the ramp, and into the entrance of a Wendy’s restaurant 
where our car halted seconds before kissing the yellow 
parking block.  

Four doors frantically fl ung open as I scrambled out, 
giving my mom space to reach in, unlatch the car seat, 
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and rescue Megan from the puking section.  While 
she raced to the women’s restroom, I sprinted towards 
the condiments and straws area, greedily grabbing 
napkins from the dispenser before speeding back 
to the car where my step- dad was scooping up the 
most important meal of the day with the beach towels                                                                                                            
that had been shoved in the back corner of the trunk. 

There are certain family vacation memories that a 
thirteen year old boy treasures in the hopes of sharing 
with his own children some day…this would not be one 
of them.
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Chapter 2
My Family Gives Me Indigestion

Most families go on vacation to, get away from 
it all.  My family will never be able to do this 
because the, it all, is my family.  We would 

have to bring in substitute family members to avoid our 
annual misery marathon more commonly known as, the 
family vacation.  My mom claims that my brother, sister, 
and I clash because of age differences she refers to as, 
the terrible threes (my sister skipped the terrible twos), the 
annoying eights, and the trying teens.   

This might help explain why I always end up with a 
serious case of indigestion whenever we go out to eat.  
While waiting for our order, it’s routine for Daniel and 
Megan to kick the snot out of one another under the table 
until it jerks toppling my glass of Mountain Dew, usually 
onto a tiled fl oor where it shatters into a bazillion pieces.   
Their  annoying antics aggravate my stomach so much 
that by the time my  hot roast beef sandwich with double 
taters arrives, my stomach is too knotted to enjoy it. 
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If my family couldn’t get through sixty minutes of 
dinner without a meltdown, how could we possibly 
endure an entire week of one another’s company?  Each 
summer I pondered this dilemma as our vacation drew 
nearer, but this summer a theory so ingenious hit me like 
a puck to the helmet while my grandpa was describing 
his claustrophobic episode in one of those x-ray machines.   
He said people with claustrophobia can get really freaked 
out when they feel trapped in a tight place like an elevator 
or the tunnel he was describing. 

That was it! My family freaked out when we were trapped 
with one another! A small part of my brain lit up, pinging 
and ringing like a pinball machine.  During the regular 
school year there were always fi ve different schedules going 
on, each of us coming and going at different times (except 
for Sunday church and an occasional brunch afterwards), 
but summer vacation meant one family schedule and 
spending large blocks of time, together.  I named my new 
theory, family phobia: anxiety caused by the close proximity of 
annoying family members.  

As my grandpa continued describing his tunnel 
experience, it occurred to me that this problem didn’t 
exist until my younger brother was born.   In fact, the only 
vacation that I ever enjoyed was before he was born. Well, 
it wasn’t exactly a vacation.  I was three years old and my 
mom felt guilty about leaving me with my grandparents 
while she and my new step-dad went honeymooning, so 
the newlyweds planned a little get away to Kings Island 
in Cincinnati, Ohio. I remember my favorite ride, the 
miniature roller coaster, and meeting my favorite cartoon 
character, Scooby Doo.  I even had my photo put on the 
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cover of a sports magazine which I still have in a plastic 
frame on the desk in my bedroom.

But three years later, the seeds of family phobia began 
to take root… like poison ivy.  We went on our fi rst family 
outing with Daniel to the amusement park, Cedar Point, 
in Sandusky, Ohio.  He was almost two years old with 
blonde hair and skin as white as whole milk.

As soon as we entered the park my mom pulled him 
aside and greased him from head to toe with maximum 
sun protection, one- hundred, so he wouldn’t fry like 
bacon in a skillet.  An hour later, Daniel rubbed his eyes 
with chubby little hands lathered in two coatings of UV 
protection, and started shrieking like someone was trying 
to steal his cheeseburger Happy Meal.  While my parents 
frantically searched for the emergency area, I dragged 
a few steps behind, hoping bystanders wouldn’t realize 
I was with, The Sun Tan Lotion Kid. Of course, once we 
arrived, Daniel kicked and pushed away anyone who 
tried to get within three feet of his eyes to help him. 

A disheartening, defl ated feeling washed over me as 
I stood staring and waiting for his tears to rinse away 
the lotion that was supposed to have prevented him 
from boiling like a lobster. For the fi rst time in my life, I 
questioned the reality of fun family getaways.  Were they 
just imaginary pictures that parents painted to get you 
into the car, or did they truly exist?   Not only had Daniel 
ruined my day, but he’d jabbed a pin through another one 
of my childhood fantasies.

Since then, Daniel’s knack for getting on my parents’ 
nerves had been as annoying as a cheap shot in hockey. He 
was fi ve and I was ten years old when our sister, Megan, 
was born, downgrading Daniel’s status from baby of the 
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family to the dreaded, middle child.  And you know what 
they say about the middle child always getting the short 
end of the stick, a hand-me-down stick, at that.  

I decided that this summer’s family vacation would be 
the perfect opportunity to discover the truth behind our 
family vacation malfunctions.  An eighteen hour road trip 
from Monroe, Michigan to Lady Lake, Florida, and seven 
days in the sunshine state would give me the time I needed 
to diagnose my family’s vacation malady. Did my family 
suffer from family phobia, or was there one member solely 
responsible for sabotaging our vacations?  This would be 
the summer I would discover the truth.

Although I secretly wished that our vacation could 
imitate the Disney World commercial where the perfect 
family saunters down Main Street holding hands and 
giggling, I realized that this would call for a radical 
behavior transfusion.  

The question was: Did Disney World possess enough 
enchantment for such a severe transformation?
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Chapter 3
Droopy Bottom Woes

Our road trip began on a Friday afternoon in 
June, two weeks into every kid’s favorite time 
of the year, SUMMER VACATION!  Shortly 

after placing my carefully selected video games and 
movies into my assigned space, I spotted a potentially 
dangerous situation.  I stood gaping at our car’s sagging 
bottom, the result of a trunk so crammed with suitcases, 
duffl e bags, snacks, and golf clubs that it looked like it 
could pop a wheelie any minute.

I didn’t dare share this observation with my crazed 
mother who’d sprung out of bed that morning like a 
hockey player sprinting from the penalty box back to his 
bench. While visions of golf courses danced in my head, 
she had made some last minute purchases at our local 
twenty-four hour Meijer, and repacked each of our clean, 
but embarrassingly stained and holey pairs of underwear 
and socks, with dazzling, white replacements just in case 
they turned up on my grandparents’ living room carpet.  
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If there was a law limiting snack and beverage quantities 
on board moving vehicles, we would have been in serious 
violation.  Wherever there was an  extra inch of foot space 
my mom had expertly crammed packages of Cheezits, 
granola bars, beef jerky, peanuts, and gummy snacks, 
bottles of water, and my step-dad’s caffeinated co-pilot, 
Coca Cola.  I predicted that I would have no feeling in 
both legs and feet by the time we crossed the Michigan/ 
Ohio state line. 

A silent count down began as I stifl ed the guilt in my 
gut from not sharing the droopy tushy information. As 
my mom carefully backed our vehicle down the driveway 
and into the street of our quiet, meticulously manicured 
neighborhood, my thoughts screamed,

“Ten, nine, eight… Pull back, pull back! Seven, six, fi ve…
Abort mission! Abort mission! Four… malfunction in the 
back bumper! Three… I can’t sit in this car for eighteen 
hours! Two… I’m already feeling family phobic! One... Let 
me out!”

The garage door slowly descended leaving our 
disappointed van draped in darkness. Our 1998 Windstar 
had never given us any reason to doubt her abilities to 
safely transport our family to any given destination.  
Okay, so she had put on a few miles over the past fi ve 
years, but was this good enough reason for abandoning 
her for a newer vehicle, and depriving her of a trip to 
Disney World?  I thought this was an inconsiderate, not 
to mention, idiotic decision; an unexpected call from two 
college graduates who must have been absent the day the 
common sense lesson was taught.  

Our Taurus grabbed the road like a teenager who’s 
been handed the keys to the family car for the fi rst time.  
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But as her speedometer gage ascended, so did anxiety 
levels in my tight chest as unnerving thoughts unleashed 
a fl urry of panic: 

“What if my body suddenly shifted into high gear in 
the next twenty-four hours triggering my long awaited 
growth spurt, and here I was stuffed in a box with no 
room for expansion?”  

I was the smallest boy in a class that had been together 
since preschool.  A lot of my classmates had already 
transformed into teenagers with pimpled faces and 
gangly limbs that looked like they’d been stretched on 
some medieval torturing device. I needed some major 
alterations before next fall, or my clear complexion and 
eighty pounds of puniness would start drawing as much 
attention as a fi re alarm blasting in a school hallway.  I made 
up my mind to fi ght for every inch of space at the slightest 
signs of growth.  If my siblings put up resistance, I would 
retaliate with as many silent body slams and fi nger nail 
gougings necessary to encourage my metamorphosis.

I was relieved that I still had feeling in both legs and 
feet, with no signs of tingling, as we entered the buckeye 
state. Our car detoured west to Maumee, Ohio to retrieve 
the captain of our ship, my step-dad, who had gone into 
work for a half day.  

My step-dad looked as excited as a kid bursting 
through the doors on the last day of school.  He was eager 
to see his parents and had, “Let’s get this show on the road” 
painted across his forehead. However, the words became 
blurred with hues of pink and red as his dark eyes spotted 
the droopy bottom situation. Steam blew out of his ears 
like a train from a Saturday morning cartoon as he stared 
wide-eyed, fi rst at the lopsided vehicle, and then at me.  
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You know that feeling you get when the teacher is 
writing on the chalkboard and your best friend makes 
that fart noise with his hands, and then she spins around 
and makes eye contact with you, and threatens to take 
away second recess if somebody doesn’t rat on the hand 
farter?  It was just like that.  

I should have ratted on the golf clubs. 
For the past several weeks my parents had debated 

(quite loudly), whether or not to take the golf clubs. Why 
couldn’t my step-dad and I just borrow some from one of 
my grandparents’ neighbors?  Finding someone to lend 
us golf clubs in a retirement village in Florida would be 
as easy as scoring a goal when the goalie is pulled.  But 
when the bitter battle broke it was as clear as freshly 
zambonied ice that the clubs would not be left behind, a 
decision deserving of, at the very least, a game misconduct.  
Unfortunately, our vehicle’s back bumper was serving the 
penalty for one parent’s preoccupation with playing with 
his own clubs.  

I felt a momentary pang of remorse for my selfi shness 
(I like to refer to it as self concern). I had observed the 
over- burdened bottom, severely aware that the golf clubs 
had put us over the limit, and had kept this information 
classifi ed knowing how important they were to my step-
dad’s (and yes, my own), personal happiness.  My guilt 
quickly subsided however, as my feet turned into two 
concrete blocks.

Besides, there was no reason for me to feel guilty when 
it was clearly my parents’ poor judgment that was at the 
root of our pathetic predicament.  If they had chosen to 
drive the more experienced vehicle, and purchased the 
Big Mac container for the roof, we all would be enjoying 
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the comfort and security of our trusty old van.  My 
investigation took a twisted turn as my parents became my 
primary suspects.                                                                                         
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Chapter 4
Surf’s Up!

We drove as far as Lexington, Kentucky 
where we camped out at a Holiday Inn.  
The next morning, dangerous downpours 

and hurricane- like winds pelted our windshield as 
Mother Nature wore the blade of my step-dad’s patience 
right down to the boot. Our car became a surfboard 
plunging under gallons of water, scrambling for air 
as her windshield wipers’ most valiant efforts were 
defeated.  As soon as she’d fi nish riding out one wave, 
another would crash, jilting us off the highway.  I turned 
the volume on my CD player up to high hoping to drown 
out the treacherous weather, my step dad’s unrepeatable 
adjectives, and the annoying, 

“Mom, he’s touching me again!” marathon going on 
beside me.  The portable DVD player offered little relief 
for my brother and me since our parents had given Megan 
exclusive rights to movie choices.

I stared blankly at the screen while the music from my 
headphones drowned the Scooby Dooby Doo theme  music 
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blasting from the DVD player.  Even though I kept hoping 
that Megan would nod off just long enough to watch one 
of our, inappropriate for three- year -olds, movies, I felt a little 
sorry for my Little Monkey (my nickname for her).  Our 
parents had strategically placed her as a human force 
fi eld (more like a human sacrifi ce), between Daniel and 
me, thinking this would prevent us from pounding and 
kicking the tar out of one another. When Megan fi nally 
drifted off for one or two hours at a time, we popped in an 
Adam Sandler movie with the volume so low we resorted 
to lip reading, although we knew all of the lines by heart.

Mother Nature’s fury tacked on three additional hours of 
driving time, which included several pit stops at rest areas 
to let our car catch her breath.  Her heavy bottom was 
making it diffi cult to keep the tires afl oat, and that wasn’t 
the only problem.   Shortly after crossing the Georgia state 
line, my step-dad announced that he’d lost feeling in both 
arms.  This made me a little nervous.   He was the captain 
of our vessel, and even though my mother sat in the co-
captain’s chair, my Yorkshire, Reese’s natural instincts 
would have been better able to navigate our family safely 
to my grandparents’ home. 
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Chapter 5
And the Clock Struck Twelve…

Our weary Taurus released an explosive sigh of 
relief like the uncapping of four, shaken two- 
liter Coke bottles as we safely landed on my 

grandparents’ driveway.  She had overcome twenty-one 
death defying hours of Mother Nature’s energy sucking 
wrath, and succeeded in safely delivering her family 
to their Floridian destination.  She deserved, without a 
doubt, the Most Valuable Player Award. 

It was 11:45 P.M. when we fi nally collapsed all over my 
grandparents’ living room with our assortment of empty 
fast food bags and various pieces of mismatched luggage.  
My mamaw had probably spent the last few days dusting, 
vacuuming, and Windexing, and now you couldn’t even 
tell with all of our stuff plopped everywhere throughout 
a room which normally looked like a photograph straight 
out of one of those country home magazines.  

Moments after our arrival, the embarrassing character 
fl aws, bad habits, and savage behavior that my mother 
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had repeatedly threatened us not to reveal, spurted out of 
Megan and Daniel like a garden hose gone out of control.  

Bad habits are like stubborn carpet stains that you try 
to remove with cheap cleaner from a spray bottle.  The 
carpet appears clean on the surface, but the stains sink 
deep into the padding, resulting in irreparable damage.   
My mom had tried to spray away our bad habits before 
our arrival, but they quickly became as apparent as red 
wine on white carpet.

I knew from the moment she began babbling about 
being on our best behavior that it would be a mission 
impossible.  Eliminating an occasional, stupid or albino 
comment seemed a reasonable request, but asking us to 
go cold turkey from my siblings most enjoyable pastime, 
insulting one another until we face off in head to head 
combat, was going to present an interesting challenge. 
What would fi ll my time in between golfi ng, swimming, 
and Disney World theme parks? And worse, without 
agitating remarks about Daniel’s nerdy, wire-rimmed 
glasses and spare tire protruding over his swimsuit, 
he might begin to think I’d accepted him as my equal, 
worthy of heated topics involving World Series and NHL 
champions.  No, this was not a request I was capable of 
granting, not even to a mother who dangled my future 
car keys from her fi ngertips.

My siblings’ humiliating display of dysfunction 
was hilarious.  Each scrambled to my mamaw’s piano 
competing for the bench while demonstrating a variety 
of push, pull, shove, scratch, and pinch techniques. 
Megan succeeded in occupying the bench fi rst, and began 
pounding unrecognizable chords while Daniel screamed, 
“You’re so stupid! Move over!  You don’t even know how 




