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AFTER
AV O N T U R E N PA R K

Netherlands, 1990
On the plane, William thought about how the name Hellendoorn

looked and sounded like Hellanddoom and he felt apprehensive.

Off the plane, in the cab, William looked up Hellendoorn in

his Dutch-English dictionary. There were no entries for Hel-

lendoorn, but there were separate entries for hellen and doorn.

Hellen, he read, meant tilted, sloped, stooped. Maybe even

slumping. Lacking in stature. Kyphotic. He had begun to project,

to read between the lines of the dictionary. It’s a dictionary,

he reminded himself, it doesn’t bear interpreting. Doorn meant

the sharp pointed tip of a stem or leaf. It meant thorn. He was

going, then, to a city threatening indignity at the hands of an

armed plant, which seemed to him to be a kind of analogue

for hell and doom. Or he himself was going to become a thorny
old plant, sagging with age, while in the city, another kind of

hell and doom. He tossed the dictionary at the empty seat
beside him.

William was sure he told the taxi driver kerkhof and couldn’t

figure out how he ended up at the Avonturenpark. He got out

of the car anyways because he did not want to try and explain,

in Dutch, what was wrong. Everyone at the airport had spoken

to him in English, but the taxi driver gave no indication at any

time during the course of their interaction that he was either

willing or able to speak anything other than Dutch, so William

did not dare to prod him. William was going to wait for the
driver to leave and then call another taxi, but the driver sat

idling in the parking lot in full view of William. Maybe he was

waiting for another customer. When William saw the taxi driver

look curiously at him, he decided to go inside.

Once he paid for a ticket, he figured he might as well at

least go on the rollercoaster. Inside the theme park, he was

unsure of whether it was just his own foreigner’s discomfort

that made the place look like a gothic caricature of cheerful-

ness. A statue of a bear loomed over him with grinning teeth.

The trees proliferated around the park, edging toward the

rides, their branches threatening to snag children from their

seats and snatch them up for the forest. When he got on the
rollercoaster, William sat alone and solemn. He was silent

even as the ride dipped and swerved and pitched his stomach.

The riders around him, adults and children alike, cackled on

the inclines and shrieked gleefully at every sharp twist.

After the roller coaster, William systematically visited

every ride in the park. At first he did it impulsively, but the

more he thought about it, the more it began to seem fitting for

his trip. When he and his brother Ivan were children, they

used to beg their parents to take them to amusement parks.

First, they wanted to go to Toronto’s Sunnyside Beach Park.

When their parents said no, the boys suggested Crystal Beach.

When their parents said no again, the boys tried to settle for

destinations nearer home, like Montreal’s Belmont Park. Still

their parents denied them. It was always for the same reason:

lack of money. Rural New Brunswick was too far away from

any roller coaster for the family to be able to afford the gasoline

and the time off work that would be required for the drive.

William couldn’t remember whether Ivan ever did get on a

roller coaster before he died.

Once William had made the rounds of the Avonturenpark,

the sun had set and he realized he still didn’t have a place to

stay for the night. He approached one of the ride attendants,

who somehow didn’t understand William’s English or his

stuttering attempts at Dutch, even though the words in both

English and Dutch were nearly identical. William had only

brought a dictionary on his trip as a precaution. He had read,

before he came, that something like ninety percent of Dutch
people spoke English anyways. William wondered if some-

thing was quantifiably wrong with him. Aphasia might explain

his apparent unintelligibility. Finally, he pointed first to telefoon,
and then to taxi, in his dictionary. The ride attendant laughed

and nodded.

“Oh!” he said. “Yes.”

Thankfully, William's taxi driver this time spoke English.

Because it seemed easiest, William agreed to go to a cheap hotel

that came at the driver’s recommendation. Once there, he holed

himself up in his small, clean room for the night with the bottle

he’d bought as soon as he’d landed in the Netherlands.

William woke up the next morning when the cleaners

came to kick him out of the room for the day. He went to the

front desk and tried to use his Dutch-English dictionary to ask

for directions to the kerkhof. The woman working there smiled

and pushed away his dictionary with her long fingers and

bright red nails. He did not listen to her directions as closely

as he should have. Her lipstick and her nails were so perfectly

matched. Were they made for each other? He smiled, thanked

her profusely, and left without really understanding where he

was supposed to be going.

The problem with navigating Europe, he thought as he

set out, was that he felt as likely to end up at the border of

a neighbouring country as at his destination. Back home in

Canada, walking too long in one direction could hardly even

be counted on to get a person to the next town before dark.

As his feet wandered, William’s mind did, too.
Jacquet River, 1954

It was July in New Brunswick. William was in a single-seater

plane and it was going down. He was fairly certain that he

was not going to die, though that felt like a small consolation.

William had gotten his pilot’s license hoping that he would be

able to use it to travel far away from his birthplace. And yet,

there he was, crashing less than fifty kilometres away from

his childhood home in a farmer’s field. He damned his bad

left ear. If his ear had been good, the Royal Canadian Air

Force would have taken him during the war, the way it had

taken Ivan. So what if he had died like his brother.
Netherlands, 1990
William eventually had to ask for directions again in order to

get to the cemetery. The leaves on the trees were vividly green
and the simple gravestones were erected in military-straight

lines. William wandered until he found his brother’s grave.

He was the first, and would probably be the last, in his family

to see it. To see Europe at all, actually. Ivan's headstone had

a hand-tied wreath of red tulips resting against it. William

walked the whole graveyard, but none of the other stones had

anything similar. He sat under a tree in the graveyard for an

hour or so until a groundskeeper made his appearance.

William ambled over to where the groundskeeper was

trimming hedges with a large pair of clippers.

“Hoi,” William ventured in Dutch. The groundskeeper

nodded at him respectfully. “I’m from Canada,” William

offered, by way of apology.

“Are you family of one of the Canadian soldiers here?”

the groundskeeper asked.

“Yes,” William answered. “Ivan there.” He pointed.

“He was my brother.”

“Oh yes, Ivan,” the groundskeeper said. “I have all the

graves here memorized,” he added, perhaps noticing William’s

look of surprise at the groundskeeper’s tone of familiarity.
“How long have you worked here?” William asked.

“A very long time.”

“Who puts the flowers on my brother’s grave?”

“I don’t know his name, but he has come every week for

many years.”

William wondered how his brother had made friends in a

country where he had only ever died. Even back home, who

would put flowers on William's grave? His late wife? His son

who barely spoke to him?

This is how William decided to imagine Ivan’s final

moments:

Netherlands, 1945
Ivan’s plane was going down over the pastoral tracts of a

country he had never seen before and he was quite sure he

was going to die. He did not think of all of the best moments

of his life. He could think only of the trees behind his child-

hood home and the one afternoon, or maybe it was several

afternoons, when he and his brother had played a game in

the branches. They took turns, leaping first from the lowest-

hanging branches. With each turn, they climbed to, and leapt

from, a higher branch. Ivan had to stop after twisting his

ankle. As Ivan had grimaced, William had grinned and raced

up the tree to jump unscathed from an even higher branch

than the one that had hurt Ivan. Ivan had envied William’s

recklessness. Years later, as his plane was crashing, Ivan felt

jealous of William’s deaf ear. William was home; William was

alive and would probably remain so; William would probably
have a wife one day, a child even, and he would be loved.

Ivan would die alone in the Netherlands with no legacy apart

from a military grave. He wished he could have had one more

afternoon among the trees instead.

When his plane crashed, Ivan did not die right away.

He lay in the wreckage of his life, unable to feel his own

broken back. Time passed. Who could say how much. He saw

the blurry face of a strange man bending over his.

“Hallo?” the man said. Ivan was silent. “Hello?” the man

tried instead, touching Ivan's hand. Ivan could neither speak

nor sense the hand on his. He would never speak again.

When he died, the stranger picked red tulips from the

field and laid them on his rib cage.

Netherlands, 1990
William thanked the groundskeeper as he left the cemetery.

When he had planned his trip to the Netherlands, he thought
he would continue farther into Europe and visit Scotland
perhaps, or Hungary. Instead, he felt ready to go home.
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