Dear Friends and Family:                                                    Once again, ridiculously long after Christmas, 2010

Ok, I know everyone’s wondering what happened.  I mean you live under the constant threat of a Christmas letter from us for 20 years and then…..nothing for two Christmases!  Some interpretations of the Geneva Convention mandate prosecution for that kind of psychological torture.  But there IS an explanation.  And finally, it can be revealed:
In early 1984, because of my innate fighter-pilot skills, I was recruited by the Rylan Star League to join their military star force in its heroic defense of the Frontier against Xur and the Ko-Dan Armada, (stop rolling your eyes).  In order to deceive Xur into believing that I was still on Earth and therefore not a threat to him, I was replaced here by a ‘Beta’ unit; an android who looks and acts precisely as I do.   It was, in fact, that malfunctioning Beta Unit, and not I, who has been writing the Paukert Christmas Letters all these years.  Meanwhile, the entire Rylan Star League fighter force was wiped out due to a treacherous spy, leaving ME the only survivor.  After more than 20 years of harrowing adventures, I finally single-handedly defeated Xur, bringing peace and tranquility to thousands of planets across the galaxy.  I have now returned to Earth to address this little problem of embarrassing Christmas letters.  Expect to see a BIG improvement soon.  (Oh sure, I KNOW this all sounds exactly like the plot of the 1984 film ‘The Last Starfighter.’  We had that released so that anyone who discovered and revealed the truth would look like a nut-job).

Well, it’s been a bizarre couple of years, but to summarize for those of you with attention disorder, the history looks like this:  Left Norway, moved home to Canada, planning to move to South America.  P.S., Katherine lives in Chicago now.  Other than that, same old – same old.

Our 5-1/2 years living overseas sort of petered out last January as the new management at Talisman decided to entertain themselves with a layoff round and then move most of the expats home to save money.  Fortunately we were able to stay in Norway until summer so that Katherine could finish High School, but at one point I was seriously looking at part time jobs selling balloons in Norway in case Talisman forced the issue.  We moved back to Calgary August 1st and what do you know there was our house, still standing!  Two years ago I had finally reached the point-of-incurable-nausea with Talisman and had decided to leave the company when we returned to Canada.  The expectation was that I’d get a job with another company, settle back into Calgary and start counting the years until retirement.  Not so fast, Bucko.  Three weeks after I started my job search I was offered a job as Exploration Manager for C&C Energia, Ltd.  C&C is a junior Calgary-based company which currently has nine exploration and production properties in Colombia, South America.  Starting in mid-February my new name will be Mr. Frequent Flier Points as I will be spending 50% of my time in the small Calgary office, and 50% in the 40-person office in Bogotá.  Barb will accompany me on half the trips and we’ll live in an apartment near the office in Bogotá.  Then, in September, we’ll move to Bogotá, but keep our house in Calgary available for vacation, summer and/or my business trips back to Calgary.  In short, we’re going to be gypsies for a few years, but I’m excited about the opportunity to finally live in Latin America, the prospects for the company to succeed and the new responsibilities I’ll have.  The company has a family atmosphere and already I feel wanted and appreciated, which is going to be a nice change!
Now, what about that Chicago stuff?  Well, last winter Katherine was accepted by Wheaton College, which is a private, evangelical Christian liberal arts college of 2,600 students in the western Chicago suburb by the same name.  They thought she might be able to hack their rigorous academic program since she had just successfully survived two hideous years of International Baccalaureate torture at the hands of foul educators at the International School of Stavanger (Norway).  Consider the kind of crazy life Katherine had:  After living in the same house from birth to age 12, she was unceremoniously kidnapped and taken to Europe for 6 years.  THEN, she’s brought back, gets to live in her old house and bedroom for an ENTIRE two weeks before we kidnap her again, take her to Chicago and plunk her down in a dorm for 4 years.  What a life.  But she is having the time of her life at Wheaton living in Smith Hall with hundreds of other girls, and in charge of her own life for the first time.  Being that she is wired for learning languages, she’s taking Spanish and Mandarin, along with courses in International Relations, Theology, Geology, Old Testament, and English writing.  At some point next year she’ll decided on a major, but she’ll have time in four years to get a second major and that will likely be Spanish language.  ¡Qué impresionante!


DREADED TWO-YEAR VACATION RECAP:  Well, I promised that once we got back to Canada we’d take pity on our readers, stop all this expat travel and spare them all the details.  But now we’re going to be living in South America soon.  So I lied.  Deal with it.

In 2009 we stayed in a fisherman’s cottage in Bodø (Norway) above the Arctic Circle and spent fall break in Dubai, U.A.E. where we went out into the sand dunes in 4WDs, rode a camel, ate shwarma and hummus and shopped in the spice souqs.  Katherine went on a mission trip with the youth group to Głogow, Poland and I traveled back to Minnesota to see my dad inducted in his high school’s Athletic Hall of Fame.  But the most exciting trip – and for me the coolest thing we experienced in Europe – was to Svalbard.  Svalbard is a group of islands off the northeast coast of Greenland administered by Norway.  You’d never go there from North America – crazy expensive, but if you’re living in Norway, not a big deal.  There is very little land on earth further north than Svalbard; you are only 800 miles from the North Pole there.  We went in April and the sun was already above the horizon 24 hours per day.  With our friends Simon and Alison Churchfield, we participated in the Svalbard Ski Maraton, the most northerly ski marathon in the world – we did a half-marathon, 21km to the top of a plateau through arctic terrain, with rifle-toting ‘Isbjørnvakt’ (Polar Bear Patrolmen) at intervals to make sure the Polar Bears don’t eat you, (because they will stalk and eat anyone venturing outside of the only real town on Svalbard, Longyearbyen).  To top it off, we took a snowmobile safari 135km across mountains and the frozen sea ice of Tempelfjord to the 100ft-high turquoise blue ice-cliffs of a tidewater glacier.  I’ll never forget my 5 days at latitude almost-80 degrees north!
2010 was our last fling as expats before moving home.  Katherine’s mission trip was back to Athens, Greece, where they had to deal with the unrest related to the economic problems, including the sight of a dead person in the street.  We met our friends James and Gwen Smith, and David and Laura Godard in Florence and Cinque Terre, Italy for spring break while Katherine was dodging rioters in Greece.  But our last fling was to visit Tanzania and the East African Rift Valley just a week before moving home.  We spent five days touring the Ngorongoro crater and Serengeti and Lake Manyara National Parks in the interior of Tanzania, seeing virtually every big game animal but the rhino, and sleeping in tented camps at night with the sounds of lions roaring nearby.  The highlight was (and how could it not be) standing at the edge of a pool containing over 200 flatulating hippos and associated rafts of hippo excrement).  After that life-enhancing experience, we flew to the Tanzanian island of Zanzibar, in the Indian Ocean, and just enjoyed the turquoise waters and white sand beaches – our last exotic trip before returning to ‘normal’ life back home.
We’ll be tearing our house apart this year.  Six years of being rented out didn’t do it any good, although we had good renters.  But it’s 20 years old now and has had to put up with the indignities of my questionable handyman skills over that time.  Still, we have room for guests, so plan a trip to Calgary while you still have free accommodations with the Paukerts.  Have a blessed and joyous….umm…Valentine’s Day.  
Love,

Gary, Barb, Katherine and Chaco the Travelin’ Dog.
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This year’s official Paukert Christmas Photo is an out-take from our part time work as models for the J.C. Penny catalogue.  No, not really.
