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It took just over 3½ hours to get from Shamokin, Pa to Baltimore, and that was with a considerably later start than my mom had hoped. As luck would have it, we arrived at the start of rush hour. Trying to get over four lanes in bumper to bumper traffic in a strange city is always fun (surprisingly, it only took us about 6 blocks).

While my mom was checking us in, I browsed through the rack of brochures across from the concierge desk. I found something about Duck Tours (land-water tours of the city) which I had taken once in Chicago. The brochure listed it as being in the complex across the street “near the Discovery store.” Problem: there was no Discovery store just a pile of dust and debris surrounded by “Caution” tape. 

Just past the water taxi dock was a big blue banner with the words “Top of the World” on it. What the hell, I’m a tourist so I give the guy eight bucks and he goes back to reading his magazine. I go around the corner and take a 30 second elevator ride and look out a giant window and get back on the elevator. Yes, it really was that exciting. The whole process took less than three minutes. 

Next door to it was the National Aquarium, and with 2 ½ hours ‘til dinner, we had plenty of time to kill. I remember going there as a young boy and being scared shitless on this dark escalator with all these scary noises being pumped in. In fact, that was all I could think about as I walked through the aquarium. Sure the Australia thing was neat, but it’s a little difficult getting your picture taken in front of the two story waterfall when every other tourist is also trying to get their picture taken in front of the giant waterfall. 

After exiting The Outback and the aviary came the part I’d been dreading since I came in. This time it seemed brighter and considerably shorter (amazing the difference three and a half feet makes on your worldview). On the way out, my mom insisted on hitting the gift shop where she bought a sandcastle candleholder and some marine themed toys for my nieces. I was momentarily temped by a colorful didgeridoo, but wasn’t paying $200 for an over glorified piece of PVC pipe. 

We had dinner at the first chain restaurant we came to after exiting the aquarium, and then continued walking through Bayside Marketplace – I mean Inner Harbor (the resemblance is uncanny). Okay, now back to the room, no clubbing, no IMAX and thus-far no real story.


After a fruitless search yesterday afternoon, we found the duck tours. Actually, they found us - plastering us with the flyers we were already holding from the second we stepped into the plaza. The tour was pleasant enough, with the expected bad jokes, useless trivia and time filling music\SFX (our guide’s favorite was that of a toilet flushing). Problem was the thick haze in the harbor ruined the visibility during the water portion of the trip. Well, at least they let us keep the “quackers.”

Then we hopped on the water taxi to Fells Point (called “the original harbor” in the brochures. It was nice area filled with shops and restaurants. We had a pleasant lunch there at a local pub – except for the following conversation.  

I asked the waitress if our meals came with bread and she says “No, you ordered a wrap which comes on a tortilla, her [points to my mom] sandwich does have bread.” Apparently, I’m a mentally challenged 5-year-old.

“I know that, but that wasn’t what I asked.”

“No, you don’t get complimentary bread at lunch,” my mom snaps. “And if you want the ‘right’ answer -- ask the ‘right’ question!” I love how she always takes my side.

After lunch, mom went through some of the stores and I went looking for information about the guided ghost tours offered in the evenings. Unfortunately, the woman running the small visitors center was about as helpful as that front desk clerk in Charlotte. However, the center was directly adjacent to the city’s most famous police precinct (or the empty backdrop of it). 

So after getting my picture in front of Recreation Pier, we headed back to the water taxi. There was a large group of people being beaten back by the ticket collector from our ride over. As we push our way through the crowd, she’s shouting instructions to the masses about waiting on the left side or right side of the dock as people shout back various questions to her like she’s hosting a press conference.

We finally make it to the head of the crowd. I stand in front of her about to walk around her, when she stops me.

“Look, I said wait to the left with everyone else for Fort McHenry,” she screams. 

“I’m not going to Fort McHenry,” I say calmly.

“Than where are you going?” she says barreling her index fingers towards me menacingly.

“I am going to Inner Harbor,” I said mocking her rude tarmac gesturing. “And the only thing standing in my way is you.” 

The crowd laughed as I walked past her. My mom said something about me being mean, but it was sooo satisfying.

We head across the park back to the hotel to get ready for the Lark family reunion party. It was so hot that day that I didn’t really want to leave the air conditioning to go to dinner. Unfortunately, my instincts would turn out to be right.

We take my cousin Duncan’s Lexus over to Little Italy. He hands the key over to the valet (at least I hope it was a valet), and we head into the restaurant. Our party was on the second floor in a moderately sized room dominated by a set of tables arranged into a U-shape. I understand the logic of making it easier for the server, but each of us had only a few inches on any one side (due to the layout all the chairs were crowded up against the walls).

They had a decent menu, but with only one server – 1 server for 33 people! - so things were a bit slow. We all felt bad for her, but we reserved this dinner months in advance so its not like management didn’t know we were coming. It took about 2 hours before the first entrées were served, and an additional 30 minutes to deliver all of them (meaning, I missed my ghost tour). I felt like I was in an episode of Hell’s Kitchen, especially since the food tasted like luke warm crap by the time it got to us.

As soon as the bill arrived, my mom gave my cousins $40 for our meals, and we headed out the door before they could change their minds. It was about 5 minute walk from the restaurant back to the hotel, pitch black for most of the way.


The next morning was the farewell brunch in the hotel restaurant. They must have gotten the memo as seemingly every able bodied waiter they could find was on hand taking plates and refilling water glasses (though only 25 people showed up this time). I had my camera with me, but really wasn’t in the mood to take pictures. It was just after noon when we paid our bill ($35 for two buffets) and left to go home. 
