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Forward

This is my legacy. I have never in my life put so much effort, dedication and love into a piece of work then I have put into this piece. It has been nearly four years since I began this story, and with any luck it will continue on for many years more.
This is the story of my life, from my days in grade six, through my high school years, and straight to this very day. Every single word written in this piece is a thought I have reflected on at one point or another, recollected from my memories and presented in complete honesty.
My goal in writing this may seem foolhardy and idealistic to some. My inspiration to write this story came, in part, from the film Moulin Rouge. I believed that film to be truly inspiring, and with all my heart I hoped that through my writing I could inspire others in the same manner. Inspire them to explore themselves... to explore who they are and what they hold closest to them.

Over the years my writing has become something I have been known for by those closest to me. I am often asked when I will complete the next part of my story or if a new chapter will be finished soon. While I cannot find the words to express my appreciation for the little attention my story has received, my writing is an art, and art cannot be planned, calculated or scheduled. Much like the life that inspires it, only uncertainty can be truly counted on. However, with the continued support of my few loyal readers, I am certain that I will never lose sight of why I started The Path I Choose in the first place.

Writing is my passion. It is my way of expressing the thousands and thousands of emotions I normally hide from the world. And so, dear reader, I invite you to enjoy my ongoing autobiographical story: The Path I Choose
~ DC
Ashley Oaks: Sticks, Stones and Princesses

The earliest recollection I have of being in any way attracted to someone was in grade six. At the time, I was living in London Ontario. I went to Ashley Oaks Public School. It was a tiny, brand new school built in my neighborhood about four years prior to that year—a tiny school for a tiny neighborhood, where tiny families could send their tiny children to get a tiny start on their education.


I wasn’t a popular kid. In fact, due to my rather sharp young mind and my way with schoolwork, I was, in the eyes of the child-bullies, a nerd. The addiction I had with video games at the time didn’t earn me any popularity points either.


My companionship at that point consisted mainly of my friend Eric Stinchcombe, who had been my chum for about two years. Eric was the stereotypical nerd in every sense that cartoons and movies had shown me. He was a tiny, humble little boy who sported glasses and a somewhat squeaky voice, like the roof of his mouth was lined with rubber. 


So there was Eric and myself: two loners who were picked on, ignored, and excluded from acceptance. But hell, we didn’t care (well I did a little). It’s not like we were beaten to death every day. Just… you know, made fun of. (In my weaker moments though, I sometimes have difficulty distinguishing the two.)


At any rate, I can remember quite a lot of my peers from those days, even though I wouldn’t put it past half of them if they had put effort into forgetting me. I can remember James Hogenson (at least that is what I think his last name was), who was once a friend of Eric and myself. Actually, he was the reason Eric and I ever hooked up in the first place, (funny how fate never seems to act without irony). However, James’ lust to be part of the accepted crowd drove him to ridicule me at first, and then Eric as well.  He began to find us more useful as objects of ridicule that he could use to make fun of and therefore making him more accepted by others (cause let’s face it, at that age, if you don’t hate us, you are one of us). 


So there were the daily trials of putting up with the bullshit name-calling of James and many others like him. Trust me, it was hell. What do they tell you at that age about name-calling? “Sticks and stones, blah blah blah…” Well I got news for you, Miss I-can-solve-every-little-girl-and-boys-problem-with-a-retarded-little-rhyme, to an eleven year old, saying that shit only ups your nerd score. So teachers couldn’t help much. Parents were even less help, since a complaint to mommy or daddy got the bullies maybe one scolding and you an additional twenty more taunts per day the following week. “Cry-baby!! Wuss!! Tattler!!”


It was this constant emotional bombardment by every kid I met that drove me to develop what I call my “emotional defensive system”, or “my wall”. Ever see that movie Good Will Hunting? I can’t remember exactly what the line was, but Will had been hurt many times before, so he developed an attitude of pushing people away before they could hurt him. That was what I did. Secretly, in my mind, a switch turned on that would work to ensure that I would see every new person I met as someone who wanted to ridicule me. 


Needless to say, this new invisible wall that I used to shield myself crippled my friend making skills greatly. If everyone hated me, how was I supposed to make friends? At the time, I didn’t care though. I had Eric with me, and that was fine enough for me. This would change in time for the worse.


As for girls, I didn’t care for girls one way or another at that point. Love was still something I only had for mommy and daddy. The age of cooties was beginning to end, but at that age, nerds got not so much ridicule from the ladies, but rather plain old disgust. This all doesn’t mean that I hated them with a passion. Oh no, on the contrary, even at such a young age as I was, I found that there was a charm—a tenderness—of the opposite sex that did enchant me. 


The first girl I can ever remember having a childish crush on, if such a thing could exist at that stage, was a girl named Jennifer Goss. 


Now this was years before I was exposed to Playboys, supermodels, and so on. However, and now that I think about it, it seems very cute, yet childish, I knew what beauty was. Disney and fairy tails had taught me what was meant by beauty and attractiveness in women, and how they possessed something in their character that deserved to be admired.


Jennifer was very much what Cinderella, Belle, and Jasmine all must have looked like as children. She was a petite little short-haired blond. I imagine by now she would be a very stout, yet tender looking young women. I can remember that there were times when I would steal secret glances at here during class in between my multiplication questions. Of course, she never looked back. I am very much certain that I held as much esteem in her mind then, and now, as that of a blade of grass. I knew this at the time, and I also knew that there was an unwritten code that stated that it was forbidden for me, a goofy kid to interact with a blooming young princess such as her. So, she became a ceramic idol that I could look at but not touch. She was the first Jen that I came to care about. 


With the end of grade six, myself and the many kids that I shared the grade with were forced to seek our education elsewhere, since Ashley Oaks was a school that had grades one to six only. So, I returned to Princess Elizabeth Public School. For the next two years, I would grow in more ways then one there. 

Princess Elizabeth: Breaking, Moving, Staying

I had gone to Princess Elizabeth as a very young child, before Ashley Oaks was built. P.E was sizably larger. It was a step up from what I was used to, but the procedures were no different. 


Eric had traveled with me to P.E, and we remained very much the nerd pair we had once been. Unfortunately, the taunts and teases also followed us there. 


My experiences with Eric at P.E led to my meet two new companions. First, there was Kyle Bromhall. Kyle was a pudgy, jolly kid, who laughed at virtually everything. I can remember he and I being in the school band together, back when I was still inclined to participate in such things. 


And then there was Steven Miculik (that’s not how you spell his last name, but I can’t remember at this point). Steve too was a rather large child, but unlike Kyle, his obesity existed not only around his waist, but also in his head. As kids, Steve and I were good friends. However, as he grew, his lifestyle, as well as his ever-growing impatience, rudeness, and hostility drove Eric, Kyle and I to despise him. While I tried to be tolerant for the sake of saving the friendship of a guy I knew and chummed with for a few years, eventually he got to the point where even I couldn’t stand him. The last time I saw Steve was not too long after I started high school. For Eric, Kyle and I, he is a memory that we all would rather not have. I must admit that there have been points in my life where I have wondered what ever became of him. 


The females that went to P.E were plentiful and made up of a healthy mix of my former Ashley Oaks peers and some new faces. I can remember so many faces and so many names to match them. Oh where to begin.


I guess the first girl I noticed, after being at P.E for a while was Jackie. I can’t remember her last name, but I certainly do remember her face. I like to think the face is the first thing I see in a girl, and Jackie had one composed of quite a few noticeable features. She had a quaint, smooth oval face that sported a pair of brilliant blue eyes. I can’t remember if she had deep red hair, or simply brunette, but I do remember it going down to about her shoulders. Above all else, she had a smile that seemed to make the rest of her features simply light up like the shine a soft candlelight.


What attracted me to Jackie more then anything else was that she had something that I learned to prefer in all girls I sought to take interest in: intelligence. Jackie was a smart one, she was. She was nice too. The few times she and I did ever exchange words (which were, of course, still no thanks to any of my actions) she spoke in a courteous and friendly tone. (If I were to be spiteful however I would almost say that it carried with it a hint of pity. “Poor little nerd. It must be hard to be you.”)


I of course still didn’t feel I was allowed to establish any type of social connection with someone so much more… well at the time I would have said “important”, but now I would say “charming”. So once again, Jackie became like Jen had before her. Look but don’t touch. 


There were many other girls at P.E, who I didn’t desire the companionship of so much more so then Jackie. I always used to think it would be nice if I could ever learn to just talk to them though. There were the smart girls, like Jen Wood, Jen Pierce, Shawna Berlin, and so on. Trouble is, these gals were not pretty enough for my tastes. My dad always told me that it pays to go after the best looking girl you can find, (one of the few pieces of his archive of “knowledge” that I actually took to heart).


There were the athletic girls: Katie Ham, Michelle Macintyre, and so on. These ladies looked pretty fine, if I do say so. However, in junior high school, athletic ability translated greatly into quite a degree of popularity, which meant they were far beyond what I was allowed to interact with.


So there was a good blend of females. It didn’t matter though what they looked like, how smart they were, or how popular they were. My self-esteem at that point in my life was hanging on the edges of my shoelaces, so it was pretty much an unwritten rule that I wasn’t allowed to affiliate with them whatsoever.


The very first milestone of depression in my life hit me around the middle of grade eight. It was in the fall, around the time the clocks were being set back. My parents had finally had enough of each other, and decided to split up. Mom had been having an affair for some time then, I don’t think I was ever sure of how long. Strange, but although it was surprising and unusual, I guess I really didn’t see it as the earth shattering concept it really was. I was a child that had grown up virtually on my own, always with my video games and whatnot to keep me occupied. With both parents always working, I guess you could say the box babysat me.


Mom moved out, and dad and I were left on our own. Needless to say, the event had taken a major toll on my dad’s emotional stability. Just as his son would years later, he became unable to think straight without someone to love, or to love him. He lost his job, and was forced to find work elsewhere. Also, he found the place we were living in unbearable to remain in. Thus, a move was inevitable. It would be the first move, however, that I was truly disappointed in having to go through since I had been born.


Dad and I moved across town to a sub-district called Oakridge. We moved into a little old lady’s basement. It was homey enough, but I honestly hated it. I was what seemed like miles away from Eric and Kyle, and dad was always working. The video games didn’t help, because I had sold most of them for some reason. So, I was alone in Oakridge. I finished up my two final years in public school, trapped in a daily battle with depression of every form. 


Little did I know that things wouldn’t be getting better any time soon. After all, grade 9 was coming up.

Oakridge High School: Welcome to Hell


Grade 9 usually stirs up just about ever fear in a young public school graduate’s mind. For me the thought of once again being at the bottom of the educational food chain kept me awake a good many nights. The fact that I was on my way to a new school, with no friends, not knowing where anything was, when I was suppose to be where, how to get there, who to talk to, and so on and so forth almost made my heart sink into my bowels.


First days, as they say, are always the worse. I wouldn’t say my first day of High School was the worse as such, since things pretty much went downhill from there.


So, there were the four classes I had gotten into: Drama in the morning, which I developed a taste for and immediately liked. After that, English. Later in my educational career, this subject would slowly develop into one I liked; but for the semester this was a hellish 75 minutes that repeated each day. It was bested in being hated by me only by French, which followed. This was a class that I had no interest in, did poorly in, and never took afterwards. Finally, there was math, towards which I was fairly indifferent. I did the work, got the marks, and so on.


Now I was having a hard enough time adapting to the harsh environments this new nightmare had to offer. Schoolwork wasn’t a problem (it never was), but the social skills were slowly slipping from bad to catastrophic. I did manage to secure the friendship of one young fellow in my drama class. His name was Scott. He was quite the animated character, and whenever it was convenient for him, he would spare me a few friendly words. 


Scott had a brother named Andrew. Andrew was very much like his brother, and I soon became somewhat friends with him as well, although it was harder since I had no classes with Andrew. I can recall times when I would linger in the hallways after classes, when all the normal, happy students were at home—some studying, most not. I would loiter in the hopes that maybe I’d come across one of the brothers, and strike up a minor little social encounter. 


Another pair that I remember from Oakridge was the two young ladies that sat behind me in my French class, and were also in my English class. I remember Bibi quite clearly. She was a well-rounded little lady, and I can’t be sure but I believe I witnessed her hair color change once or twice while I knew her from a blonde to a deep rouge color. Bibi was very friendly, and I can remember her also being quite nice to me. Ironically enough, she was also in a relationship with Andrew, which I didn’t find out about until after I had known them both for quite a while.


The other girl was Laura, if I remember correctly. Compared to Bibi, she was much more… well let’s just say it. Laura was hot. I don’t recall her ever saying a word to me however, except when Bibi could coax it out of her. Personally, I don’t think she liked me that much. She was probably just like all the other girls who couldn’t be bothered by wasting their time with a dorky little kid. That’s okay though—by then I was used to that sort of lack or attention. As long as I got a little affection from Bibi, I was happy, sort of.


However, the affection that Bibi, Scott, and Andrew had to spare was not enough to keep me from crying some nights before I went to bed. The taunts and teases that had plagued my self-esteem in the schools before was alive and strong at Oakridge, and without Eric, I was forced to endure the agonizing jeers and crude comments on my own. I honestly don’t know how I possibly made it through that year without crumbling like an ancient tomb.


So, sorrowfully, I ripped and scratched and trudged my way through the painstaking days, until one day arrived that brought with it news that could only make things worse.


My dad, in his quest for a more stable financial situation, had made the big decision that he would return to our hometown of Sarnia and search for work there.


Needless to say, I was opposed to the idea. I hated where I was, but to just pack up, move to another city filled with people I didn’t know and go to another school full of the same unfamiliar faces, bullies, and preoccupied ladies, was far more upsetting then I was almost able to bare. I disputed the idea… but I did nothing to stop the events from occurring. What could I do? Tell him “No, dad. You HAVE to stay here. I don’t care if you can’t get work… I want to stay here?” For starters, that was pretty much a lie in itself, and second of all, it was quite selfish, now that I think about it. So I finished off my pathetic year at Oakridge, packed my bags, bed a sorrowful farewell to Eric, whom I was once again moving away from, far more so this time however, and set off to start from scratch in the town of my birth.


I knew I wouldn’t be missed too much, if at all by Bibi, Scott and Andrew. They were well on their way into their own lives. I was just someone they met on the way. I did feel bad for Eric though. I was leaving him to fend for himself in London. Luckily, he has always been resourceful as long as I have known him, and as time went by, Eric got along fine without me. 

Northern High School—Grade 10: The Year of Silence and Trust

I spent most of the summer of my first year in Sarnia literally on my own. Dad was always working, and I had free reign of the little crooked place we lived in. It was pathetic the number of times I went to Blockbuster to pick up a video game that I could bring home to keep me occupied. I must have made three trips each week. But hey, I wasn’t mature enough at that point to care. Besides, what other choice did I have?


Eventually, the school year reared its head, and I was off to Northern. I wasn’t scared as much this time around, but I wasn’t exactly calm and ready either. It was, after all, a new school.


My cousin Tyler was attending what he would later decide was his last year of high school at Northern, and in the spirit of courtesy, he helped me find my classes on the first day. He even let me sit with his group of friends at lunch. 


It was completely obvious to me that I didn’t fit in with his group of friends. I could tell this instantly. Finally, after about two weeks or so of having to sit with a group of people I hardly ever had the nerve to speak around and who never responded in what I considered a friendly manner to anything I did had to say, I decided that my spare hour at lunchtime would be better spent doing homework in the library. It seemed fine to me. Gave me a chance to listen to my music, something which I have to do daily these days, and get all the work that I would rather not be doing at home finished up.


Grade ten more or less just zipped by. If you were to ask me, after about seven months “how have things been” I would have had no choice but to say “about the same.” One thing I did notice was that the taunting and jeering had begun to slowly fall dormant. It was, however, very much alive in my own mind. My defensive wall was stronger than ever, readily alert twenty-four hours of the day, constantly reminding me that although nobody was saying anything, they were thinking it. Oh yes, they all hated me, they just couldn’t be bothered to acknowledge it.


I remember Crystal and Stephanie from grade ten. Both girls were in my construction class. I can’t remember exactly whether or not they had been friends or had even met each other before that class, and if I had to take a guess, I’d say not. 


Crystal Brooker was by no means a “lady”. She had a voice that wasn’t soothing or comforting. She sounded like a mother with one too many disobedient children. However, she was very much a fun personality to know. We developed that sort of casually challenging relationship, where shots were taken, but it was all in good fun. I guess the main reason that I found it so easy to get along with her was that she sort of reminded me so much of myself.


Stephanie was the type of person that I would never have ever thought of in the setting of a construction class. She was cute for sure. In fact she border lined on the edge of beauty queen! She had long blond hair, a beautiful face, and noticeable accenting features. She was very attractive—model material, you know? However there was something in her face that seemed cold to me. It reminded me a lot of all the other popular, good-looking girls I had met in my life. That striking, “if you talk to me, I will scream and get my boyfriend to beat the hell out of you” look that lied just beyond the grey of her eyes. The old defensive radar picked up on this right away. All I could do was just take a glance now and then—another doll in my collection.


Another girl that I remember first seeing in my grade ten science class was a small little blond girl named Jamie Radford. This girl was cute! Though I would never admit it to anyone, I had a major crush on her. She had the prettiest little face, which was coated in what must have been skin as smooth as cream. She was good looking in all the senses I feel makes a women attractive. My infatuation with Jamie (I believe it is fair to call it that) was purely physical however. Jamie had no desire to achieve in school. She was quite rude and her overall personality was completely repulsive to me. I believe Jamie was the very first girl that I became attracted to who I made a conscious decision not to try and socialize with. However, fate works in mysterious ways. 


Jamie actually would talk to me. I am certain that it was in her nature to greet and talk to everyone she met, so I didn’t think much of it at first. Yet she constantly said “hello” to me when she saw me. I didn’t understand why, but I just went along with it. I wasn’t one to pass up chance when it happened. I suppose the fact that she actually spared me a few words now and then was really what made me develop such a crush on her. Little did I know that Jamie would become one of the key factors in a chain of upcoming events in my life that would have a life-long lasting impact on me.


Second semester was more or less hushed. However, I met a young man in my math class that year who I now consider to be the seed of the happiness that was in store for me. His name was Drew Grimshaw. 


Drew Grimshaw was a loud-mouthed, curly haired guy with a little too much to say all the time. When I first knew him, we had a real Abbot and Costello relationship. I was, of course, the wise-ass little dork that knew all the answers, but was still picked on, and he was the oblivious buffoon, not all that bright but he didn’t seem to care. He was also the kind of guy that was not intimidated by others. He would criticize anyone—it didn’t matter who: teachers, students, bullies, nerds. Nobody was safe from his taunts. Unfortunately, Drew was never very tactful in his wording or timing, which often resulted in him getting burned worse by those he was poking fun at. This never seemed to bother him though—which was a characteristic in him that I both didn’t understand and envied greatly. 


Drew and I shared two classes that year. In both, I felt somewhat like a mentor of his. He was someone I could advise in his work, since it was no secret to anyone that he needed some help at times. This gave me a much-needed sense of worth. For the semester, we hardly met outside of class though, which was a pity. But like all things, classes ended, and summer came.


With classes over, and dad still working hard to keep us where we were, I was anticipating yet another two months of sitting in my room, keeping up on my games and such. But, during the first week of summer, something happened that I was not expecting. I got a phone call.


Drew had invited me to his place about the second week of summer. While the event was meaningless and dry in itself, it led to another visit to Drew’s place in which another significant event in the chain of my rise to happiness was set in motion. Drew had surprised me by telling me that he and I were going to meet another friend of his. This new friend was Adam Partridge. I was uncertain as to what kind of relationship Drew and Adam had before that point, but I suppose that is neither here nor there.


So I met Adam. My first impression of him was, to be perfectly honest, disgust. He was considerate enough to Drew and I, but he treated everyone else he knew very poorly, especially his parents and younger sister. He was clearly lazy and lacked any real motivation to do anything. I was certain, at the time, that he would very much regard me as just the dorky kid with nothing valid to say or contribute to his life. However, and I only just realized this in writing this passage, I suppose if he would accept Drew, how could he turn his nose away from me?


That summer, Drew and I developed a routine of visiting Adam almost on a daily basis. It got to the point where we would show up at his house before he had even woken up. This may seem a bit extreme, but when you consider the fact that he slept in until, on average, one o’clock in the afternoon, the extremity is somewhat suppressed. In a way, I saw it as sort of an unfamiliar form of developing trust. He would trust us to enter his place on our own, and I could trust him enough to not need my defensive thinking patterns always active when around him. 


As the summer went on, Drew became less and less present, but Adam and I had forged a bond. It was somewhat new and still susceptible to turbulence, but our common interests (video games, music… video games) made it easy, for me at least, to begin to refer to Adam as my friend. 


By the end of the summer, I was right back into my old habit of staying in all day gaming. The difference was now I had someone with me when I did so. I must admit that it was the first time since I had moved to Sarnia that I was “happy”.

Northern High School—Grade 11: Lights in the Darkness


Back to Northern for another year was where I was heading after a summer of burning myself out at Adam’s place. It was the first time I wasn’t at all paranoid about going back to school. I knew where mostly everything was, and how the system worked. 


Drew had become somewhat of a ghost in my life at that point. Always the versatile spirit that he was, he had no trouble making new friends and spending time with them. As I look back now, I can remember myself not being that upset with “losing” my newest friend, but I can’t imagine why. 


The classes I was inducted into during my third year of high school come back to me now as somewhat of a blur. To be perfectly honest, I would have to put real effort into trying to remember a great deal of them. There is one that I do remember as being quite eventful and significant. That class was Drama, with Miss Gibb. 


Gibby, as she liked to be called (I guess), was a stout, bull of a woman. At the time, she seemed harmless enough as far as teachers go. I would consider her now as one of the most influential teachers I remember having (as well as the most stubborn.)


Gibby was hardly what made the class memorable however. In fact, there are a great deal of memories I am still to this day attempting to erase that good old Gibby drilled into my consciousness with relentless vigor, but that is water under the bridge. 


Drama class was hardly dramatic to begin with. Frequent lectures of ancient civilizations and mythology were not uncommon, even during the future years that I would spend in Gibby’s classes. 

In my grade 11 Drama class, Jamie Radford was attempting to earn what I guess she thought would be an easy credit. Thus, I got to see her every day. (That is when she showed up.) I wouldn’t say that we established any type of tangible relationship beyond “Hello” and “How are you doing?” But it was nice to have another one of my little ceramic dolls to look at in between periods of trying to keep awake through one of Gibby’s winding lectures about existentialism.

I also met a young man named Clay Scott in that class. A witty fellow who was the living personification of egocentrism, Clay was, what I considered, a confident and well-rounded individual. He was clever, tactful, and amusing; and what is worse: he knew it.

I must admit that I didn’t get to know Clay past a mutual acquaintance until the following year. I guess in my little mind, still void of confidence and self-esteem, he was the good looking, witty jock fellow I secretly wished I was. Needless to say, I had felt resentment to many other people who had shared these qualities, but Clay was somehow different. He was non-threatening. He never picked on me or boasted himself at my expense like all the others did. Regardless, my walls were not going to come down that easy, even for him.

Day after day, I passed through the halls of Northern, following the memorized clock schedule I had learned to live by. It was a time of repetition. You could still find me in the library at lunchtime finishing up my homework and leaving the school right at the final bell. No parties Friday night for me. It was just games and the occasional visit to Adam’s place.

A memory that strikes me as being significant was that I had joined the school photography club that year. Mr. Douglas Moir, the coordinator of the club, as well as being one of my former teachers in grade 10, had inducted me into the club, simply because I had learned a thing or two about photography in his class the year prior. I cannot honestly say the club had any really substance to speak of however. Most of the “members” hastily found they had no use for the activity. 

I can remember Drew and I were the only ones really interested in the club, but Drew was quick to go the way of the rest of the members. In all honesty, I did too, but not before I had a chance to work on a specifically memorable project.

My involvement in Gibby’s Drama class as well as being the sole active member of the photography club each collaborated in a series of events that led me to be the “project leader” (in other words, it was my job) in charge of photographing the cast and crew of the year’s school play.


Now at the time I figured “why not?” Sure it was a stupid little job with no pay and no recognition. But, it was essentially a “no-brainer” for a dorky little photo-club kid like me. So I agreed. 


The day came, and the cast arrived, ready to smile and watch the birdie. Most of them were impatient and I received about as much respect as I had anticipated getting. Once the photos were taken, I was off to the dark room to develop them. 


Mr. Moir had trained me in photo development, but I was by no means proficient at it. I often made mistakes, resulting in wasted paper and time. Time I had, but the idea of wasting photo-sensitive paper, which wasn’t cheap, seemed like an act of discourtesy to me. So I tried my best to avoid it. I would use scrap pieces to test the calibrations of the photo machines, and often discard the scrap papers.


It was winding down to nearly the last few cast members that I had yet to develop. I had come to a point where I needed to test the machine once again. I grabbed what I considered an insignificant negative, and ran my test. 


Afterwards, while cleaning up, I noticed that I had selected the picture of a rather attractive young lady to run my test on. She had obviously prettied herself up in preparation for the photo shoot. The photo itself was in black and white, so I couldn’t tell exactly what color her hair or eyes were. She still looked very pretty in the small scrap. She had a smile that reminded me a lot of Jackie from P.E, yet her eyes seemed to have more of a soft, inviting tone to them. Her hair had a flow that guided it from the tip of her head down, in magnificent pivots and curls to her shoulders. She reminded me so much of Cinderella. Disney had done a good job of creating a beautiful character in their version of the classic fairytale, and I can remember thinking of this gorgeous, lovely woman every time I looked at the photo. Even then, I could sense that if I were to ever meet her she would somehow be nicer then the average high school pretty face. I kept the scrap, shoving it into my pocket and taking it home to find it a place to rest in a drawer somewhere, until I wanted to look at it again. I didn’t think it was too much of a taboo thing to do at the time. I was knowledgeable enough to know that crushes, or “puppy love” as my dad would call it, make just about everyone do odd things. I dismissed it as a result of this kind of infatuation-induced behavior, and just went on with my life.


Another spring turned to summer, and another year of classes drew to a close. Once again, the hot summer days in Sarnia, with its air tense and powerfully hard-hitting, saw me returning to Adam’s place again and again. As if untouched by time, his home became second nature to me and I found myself there more often then anywhere else.


History repeats itself, and in the confines of Adam’s cluttered little home, potent with pet hair and cigarette smoke, I discovered another light in my brightening world.


I was at Adam’s place, and he got a call from a friend of his who said he was on his way over. This wasn’t anything I wasn’t already used to. People frequented Adam’s place like it was a train station, and I could be sure to see a dozen new faces on a daily bases—some who came for him, some for his sister. This fellow came over to see Adam.


He showed up in a tie-dye shirt and was keen on showing Adam a new game he had brought with him. Adam introduced him as Niall Unwin. For the first couple of times, I kept calling him Neil, which made me feel like a moron. Eventually, I got it locked into my memory. Niall made several additional visits to Adam’s place, and I grew accustomed to his company.


Niall was a jolly fellow, whose confidence in who he was, and what he said, made me slightly apprehensive at first. It didn’t take long for his unusual personality to charm me into liking his entire character simply for being who he was. He was a big kid who knew when it was playtime and when it was time to behave.


The summer days came and went, and like Adam before him, Niall was someone who, although not as vacant as Adam, was someone I could feel comfortable around. It was slowly growing, but my list of trustworthy friends was coming into form. However, Drew was still missing in action that summer, as was his habit.


With Adam as well as Niall, Grade 12 was the first time I was actually looking forward to returning to the dusty, grainy halls of Northern.

Northern High School—Grade 12: A Simple Spark


I was in business now. I had things under control, for the most part. I knew where things were, how to get there, and who to talk to if I had a problem. 


Grade 12 was the first time in my life I found myself nodding and saying “hello” to people I really didn’t know and was on a real first name basis with.


I had kept up on my socialization with Adam into the new school year. As the days went on, I found myself visiting his place on a daily basis. I went home with him more than I went home myself. It became as scheduled as getting up in the morning, which was painfully routine. Finish classes, head to Adam’s, do my homework there, say for dinner—and at Adam’s place, dinner is one loose term—and then head home not too long after dark.


I consider Adam one of the greatest friends I ever had in Sarnia. The fact that I could simply visit his place whenever I felt so inclined, and was welcome to stay as long as I wanted, was so very refreshing. His parents never had a problem with my being around, and over time I came to enjoy their company as much as his. The sense of belonging was beginning to become more and more apparent in my mind, and it felt so fulfilling.


What made Adam’s place so very significant to me was Adam himself. He actually wanted me to be there. He was looking for a buddy that he could hang out and goof off with, and the fact that he and I were so much alike is why I value him as one of my best friends.


Adam was not the only pal of mine that I generated during that year. Niall and I had continued to be friends as well, and Niall even introduced me to another young fellow I would later be glad I met.


I can’t remember exactly when the first time I met Dan Scott was. What I can remember is that we shared a computer programming class together that year. We sat next to each other in the class, and like Drew before him Dan became someone who would look to me for help with his schoolwork. Once again I felt that novel concept of worth beginning to fill me up, as Dan and I worked our way through a painful six months of number crunching and formulating. 


Dan Scott was always a quiet kid. At first glance, you wouldn’t expect anything to be spectacular about his personality or whatnot; and in all fairness, there wasn’t. Dan was normal in just about every sense of the word. He wasn’t a jock, a nerd, a perv, a dork, a stud or anything. He was just… Dan. At times he was very much the quiet one. In fact, he hardly said anything most of the time. He hardly did anything either. In fact, fairly early in the time I knew him, he earned the title of “pile”; a term we used to describe anyone we felt was lazy. Even he couldn’t deny that he was very much deserving of this title.


During the time I spent next to him, helping him with functions and sub-routines and so on, we grew on each other. Soon, he, Niall, Adam and I were always hanging out together at lunch times. It was so foreign to me. I usually spent my lunch hours in the solitary confinement of the library cubicles, where I slaved over whatever work I had yet to finish. (That year in particular saw me writing about Macbeth, travel and tourism, and a whole bunch of other crap).


My friends began to grow in numbers, as I got to see more and more of Niall, Adam, and Dan. Drew had also become more and more apparent, although I still wouldn’t consider him as close of a friend as the other boys. 


Once again my schedule for the year included yet another drama class. Back to Gibb’s classroom (if you could call it that) I went. Suffice to say, I saw some familiar faces the first day of the class. 


Good old Clay was back again with a vengeance. I guess it was just plain odd to see someone like him taking yet another year of boring old Greek history lessons and mime productions, but I for one was more than glad to see him again. He hadn’t changed a bit. 


Another face I saw that I had before was little Jamie’s. How on earth she ever got into that class yet again was completely beyond me. Why she had done so was an even greater mystery. 


Many of the other people that were in my drama class the previous year, as well as that year’s drama production (the one I had done photography for) were in the class to. Even my mystery lady, who had ended up on a scrap photo paper was there. I found out that year that her name was Jennifer Wynne. Apparently Jen was a good friend of Amanda Whitney, another girl who I had shared drama class with the year before. 

Jen was cute; I have to say that right up front. As far as appearance goes, she didn’t turn me on as much as Jamie, but she still reminded me a lot of Jackie—a princess, not a model.


I knew Jamie was way out of my league, but I was intrigued by Jen. Of course, good old shy Dan wasn’t about to try anything that would result in his personal embarrassment or that would create a feeling of self-pity. As much as I wanted to do more, all I could do was smile when she saw me. 


Jen was a slender, warm looking beauty. She was taller then Jamie, and had shimmering copper-red hair that fell to the back of her shoulders. I have always believed that women look much better with long hair—hair like Jen’s. Now I wouldn’t go as far as to call her pale, but Jen’s skin was a fair bit lighter than most. It did sport many freckles, both on her face and her arms. I didn’t really care though. I liked her. Of course, it took me a while before I realized just how much I liked her. It also took a little bit of what I call a nudge in the right direction. I have Jamie to thank for that.


Often in class I would sit with Clay. He was the only real buddy I had in the class, so why not right? When she did occasionally show up, Jamie would often sit near us. More often than not, she was there simply to bug Clay (although now that I realize just what kind of person Clay was, I guess there really was no way to bug him. He was just too collected to let frustration get any type of hold on him.)


On one occasion much like this, Jamie and another friend of hers felt they would take a shot at becoming amateur matchmakers. I find that girls at that age have a tendency towards that sort of thing. You know: gossip, matchmaking, so on. Anyway, Jamie’s original proclamation was that Clay and Jen should hook up and begin dating. 


Clay, always the clever person that he was, contended with Jamie for a good several minutes. Clay wasn’t simply saying “no” and hoping it would come to a halt. That wasn’t his style. Pulling made-up, ridiculous excuses for anything out of thin air was as easy to Clay as collecting cans of soup from a shelf. I could tell that he wasn’t really interested in Jamie’s little babble, but at that moment he seemed to just be humoring her for the sake of conversation. 


Eventually, Jamie’s evaluating eyes fell on me. I guess she felt she was on a role, because she immediately assigned me with Amanda, who was next to Jen. 


Now, I usually dismiss silly little activities such as this little service Jamie felt she was providing. In addition, I wasn’t at all interested in Amanda. We had formed a sort of friendly fire friendship, much like Crystal and I had. She was a friend of mine, and that was where I was content to keep the relationship. However, and to this day I have no idea how I managed to do so, I felt that this was a prime chance to take a shot at firing out some good solid compliments about the cute red-head that I had a crush on, since I finally had the attention of at least a few people. In honesty, I was sort of feeding Jamie a little something that she could use to make the game go on further. Don’t ask me why. Maybe, I was subconsciously just trying to please Jamie. 


I asked why Clay got Jen. Jamie picked up on the hint immediately and asked if I would rather go out with Jen. I suppose in her mind, I had given the diminutive indication that her little game was actually going in some kind of direction. I said yes. I then proceeded to throw every compliment I could out about Jen for all to hear. At that time, I didn’t have much of an arsenal. I knew she liked video games—sort of—which scored major points with me. I knew she did well in her classes, and I also was sure that I found her attractive. All these things came spilling out of my mouth so fast even my defensive wall was left standing in awe.


Jamie knew she had struck gold. The next few minutes were full of her trying as hard as she could to get a similar reaction out of Jen. However, Jen’s wall must have been much stronger than mine, because I could tell that she was utterly embarrassed. She simply sat and said nothing. I couldn’t figure at the time what had embarrassed her more… my compliments or Jamie’s relentless social persecution.


I felt that what I had said was harmless enough. Growing up, I somehow learned that women love to be complimented on and that it was both courteous and gentlemanly to compliment women. But Jamie was taking things as far as she could. I remember her taking both my hand and Jen’s and placing them together. Now this was very much an embarrassing act, both for Jen and me. I could tell that in her mind, Jen wanted to get as far away from that place as she could as soon as she could. Her mind would have screamed, “I want out right now”, sounding like a child with its arm caught in the grip of a scolding parent. I was not so much wanting to get away, just uncomfortable. I can remember feeling as though I felt sorrier for Jen than I did for myself. If I felt bad, imagine what this pretty little girl who is being forced to hold the hand of the dorky boy must feel.


Regardless to say, Jamie kept at us. She wasn’t as determined after that day, but she would drop a subtle little hint every now and then. 


As for me, something happened in my mind. I still very much had a crush on Jen, and after that day I developed this sense that every time I saw her I had to try to engage somehow with her. The concept of asking someone out simply because you find them attractive has never made sense to me. I have to get to know the lady first—read the fine print before signing the contract, you know? So, I started saying “hello” and whatnot. Luckily, Gibby’s class gave no shortage of casual subjects for conversation material that we both could relate to (and make fun of.)


The semester churned away, and about the time the snow, which always brought coldness to my skin and my senses, was falling, Jen had moved from the realm of simply and solely knowing my name (in which she would have found good company) to actually acknowledging my existence as more than “a guy at school.” 


On the last day of school, Gibby’s class was a spectacle of Christmas decorations as well as its usual grittiness, all care of the efforts of my fellow classmates. Clay, Jen and I were all sitting around enjoying the freedom from work that the last day before holidays always brought to a classroom. I can remember Jen had brought gifts and cards for everyone she knew in the classroom. I got one, which was surprising and heartwarming. 


I had gone to great lengths over the last few weeks to prove to Jen that I was very much interested in her. Every chance I got, I launched a barrage of compliments at her. At times, I often wondered if maybe I was being too forward. I guess I had that “nothing-to-lose” attitude in me, which had been hiding somewhere distant and remote for the longest time.


As class let out Jen made the point that she would have liked to see me over the holidays. I didn’t really think much of it. She was probably just saying that sort of thing to be courteous, what with it being the holidays and all. At least, that was what my wall was telling me.


Christmas holidays always had two certainties about it. One was snow—too much snow. The other was that it was a prime time for my old friend Eric to show up and spend some time with me. 


Eric and I had lost quite a bit of our relationship due to our distance, and we often sought any chance we could find to mend it together. Our tradition had been to spend New Years Eve together, and it was a healthy one that to this day stands with a six year in a row record. And at every one of those occasions, we always missed the countdown. Strange isn’t it? Most would think so, but juxtaposing the idea next to a holiday involving chocolate bunnies and colored eggs may help soften the confusion impact.


Anyway, after the whistles had been blown and the confetti had been thrown, Eric was back to London, and I was left with a Christmas holiday to spend. 


I had been in contact with my friends Dan, Niall and most of all, Jen through instant massagers over the internet. I never heard much from Niall or Dan, but Jen was always around for a conversation. 


The internet is an unusual concept when if comes to communication. Even the most insecure, shyest little human being can come alive through the 1s and 0s sent through the good old telephone line. I had always known that I had a gift for the written word, and I found that “chatting” with Jen over the net was so very natural and comfortable. My wall of insecurity toppled and in its place the fresh air of friendly casualty was crisp, if somewhat simulated.


Jen’s words “…love to see you over the holidays” never left my mind, and resurfaced with growing intensity every time her little name would light up in blue on my contact list. Not knowing why, I finally asked Jen out to a movie. 


I never for a moment considered it a “date”, although in all essence that was what I was asking for. The ease of “chatting” as well as the assurance I had that she would likely come up with some little excuse to get out of it—“you know I would love to, but…”—all made asking Jennifer Wynne out as easy as typing “hello” to her. 


I imagine Jen felt the same way I did. How threatening can going to a simple movie be? To this day I still have no clue why she said “yes”. My luck I guess.

Jennifer Wynne: Once upon a time…

Most people didn’t really like The Emperor’s New Groove that much. I thought it was all right personally, but the movie wasn’t what I was really interested in on January 2nd, 2001. 


My dad was giving me the last minute lectures on how to behave around girls and such and so on. I noticed immediately that his advice hadn’t changed much in the last six years he had been barking it out. Apparently, in his eyes, I had never even SEEN a woman before, and he had to give me absolutely every little bit of “wisdom” dating back to the medieval ages. Luckily, time caught up with us and before he had time to bring out the charts and diagrams, I was on my way to the theater.


I arrived to find Jen had been waiting for me. She greeted me with a smile that was welcoming and captivating. In the mass of popcorn scented air and neon luminance, she stood silently smiling like a glorious apple tree planted on a busy urban street corner.  For a single second, the concept of seeing her outside of our drama classroom was somewhat disorienting, but I didn’t have time to be concerned with that.


We took our seats as the movie began. I couldn’t help but think about all the corny clichés one can’t help but think about when dealing with a young couple in a theater. I wasn’t about to take a gamble with the old yawn and stretch trick. I was making too much progress just being there, and I figured I’d play it safe and just stick to showering her with compliments. 


Many people know me enough to consider me a movie person, and I am. My dad refers to the term “purist” when it comes to my movies and me. Despite how excited and stirred I was about being out with Jen, when that big screen lit up, my attention was more or less on the characters on the screen.


Time flew and the movie drew to a close. Like all Disney shows, there was a happy ending, and that put both of us in a happy mood. As we exited, the suggestion of getting something to eat came up. I remember my dad advising me on this, and actually, I was glad he did.


I wasn’t about to ask her out to a restaurant or anything, since it was too late and we both were not that hungry. So we settled for heading to MacDonald’s for something light. Again, the food itself didn’t interest me. I was simply stretching the evening as far as I could.


I had a burger (if that’s what you would consider it—this was MacDonald’s) and Jen ordered a milkshake. Strawberry… somehow I wasn’t surprised. Jen seemed like a strawberry person. The crisp air of the night had put really deep color in her cheeks, making them look like tiny pink peaches. 


Whenever I used to hear stories about dates and such, I always got the same messages: “Be yourself; just relax; don’t try too hard to impress them.” Where most guys (and some girls, but few my opinion) mess up on these principals is the fact that they tried too hard to conform to these rules, and ended up breaking them instead. Now me personality, I was once again not paying attention to any rules of the game. Jen’s presence was like its own reality surrounding my thoughts and emotions. It was like her personality was in complete control of my actions, guiding them past and over and beyond the perils and pitfalls of first-date embarrassment.


As Jen and I sat across from each other in the little empty fast food place, I really let her have it! I had kept my compliments light but plentiful the whole night, however they came forth like a storm at this point. I wasn’t giving her time to breathe. By the time her milkshakes was half gone her face was a deeper pink than it was. The poor girl must have been so embarrassed. 


Like a long and beautiful dream, the night had come to an end. Jen had agreed to take me home, and we found ourselves back before the rustic little corner of Sarnia I called home. 


Now, this is probably the part of the story where I tell you there was a big, suspenseful silence between us and then we kissed right? Well, something came over me, and the suspense was something I didn’t want to agonize through, since I knew if I did it would have seemed like a good half of forever. So I just acted on instinct.


There was no romantic music, no fireworks going off in the background, none of that Hollywood mushy crap. Just a “peck” and “goodnight”. Suffice to say it was indeed my first actual kiss. I wouldn’t think it would be so hard to describe, but it left me on cloud nine for the rest of the night. I am absolutely certain that on that night, my self-esteem had discovered a peak very much foreign to anything it had ever encountered before.



Memories are said to be the key to happiness. The memories I have of that night shall be as much a part of me for eternity as the stars are to the unclouded sky of night.

Northern High School—Grade 12: Spirited Fires Ignite


Returning to Northern, I was bouncing all over the emotional walls. The hype over exams, coupled with this new spell that Jen had put on me had me wondering who I was at some times. 


Exams were over, and the new semester began. I couldn’t see Jen every day in Drama class anymore, but we found time around and after classes to become more and more attached. 


Niall, Adam, Dan, and a new fellow named Jon Palframan, who I guess was a friend of Niall’s (truth be known I can’t honestly remember how I met him), were all forging a strong circle together. We were becoming a regular old pack of similar freaks.


Jon reminded me a lot of Drew in the beginning. He seemed to suffer greatly from the similar foot-in-mouth difficulty that Drew had—always attempting to get in what he felt was a good joke, but there were times when it just didn’t work. I guess he was just trying too hard. All around though, he was a good friend. He knew how to treat a friend, even though sometimes I as well as the others would treat him as less.


I can’t remember anyone being more passionate about games then he was. A particularly curiosity was his interest with Magic, a card game I had played as a kid. Niall, Jon and I were the only people that had played Magic in the past, but it soon became the game of choice in our little circle. I thought it was amazing how the game so wonderfully bonded us all, because within a few months, we had everyone playing it.


But anyway, Jon was a big time Magic player. I won’t lie; he was a bit of a sore loser, but then again, he didn’t lose that much. He also was a big time video game player. I mean BIG TIME! Even I stood in awe at times at this guy’s interest and knowledge. He had the same type of inner joy towards video games—that big kid syndrome—that I had and still contain inside me. 


Jon made his way to many of the gatherings that we had during the spring of 2001. I can remember during that semester, I had made best friends, along with falling in love. I was incredible. There were parties, dinners, simple visits, and all the things I had lost and missed in the prior three years. I was blossoming in ways I thought were dormant and destined to remain that way. I can remember so many occasions when I had been at a party for a good several hours laughing it up and indulging in what simply had to be the definition of “joy” where I would just stop to think—savor the moment, as they say—about how happy I was. It was if I was communicating to myself through the strands of time, telling my future and past selves that “this is when you were truly happy, Dan. Such a concept does exist, and you are living in it!” (I look back now on such occasions with envy and condolence.)


And with Jen with me, life was finally beginning to seem like it was worth getting up and facing every day. My dad and my grandfather, who both met Jen and fell about as much in love with her as I was, became determined to make sure that I wasn’t about to lose her. While I appreciated their endless acres of advice, I felt that they were getting a little excessive at times. Oddly enough, if I were to meet myself a year ago today, I would probably have acted and advised in the same manner.


School didn’t seem like such a chore anymore. The classes were dull and often simply redundant, but there was always that cushion of relief that my friends were constantly around to offer. 


Summer came, and once again the sun beat down on the foreheads of high school students around the city like the drum of some deeply ritualistic African tribe’s rain dance (and there was lots of rain too, let me tell you!) It was that summer that I had chosen to make the most of the new friendships I had made, for I knew off in the distance waiting like a lion were events in my life that would someday take everything away from me.


More frequently than ever, I was over at Adam’s place, keeping the old passion I had of gaming and joking around alive and churning. However, a new passion was beginning to grow within me, and it was a passion I shared with its creator: Miss Wynne. 

As each day passed, we grew closer together. We discovered more and more about each other, and about being together. It was a whole new world that we both were foreign in, but it was a world of wonder and beauty. We developed interests together, we forged passion together, indeed what we created together was truly and solely a love stronger than any steel man has tempered, and sweeter than any juice nature has fashioned. I came to think of Jen as simply being the perfect partner for me. She was an enchanting collage of perfection that encompassed every essence of all the ceramic dolls of the past I had always desired, and I would find myself confessing to her, possibly too often, that she was simply “perfect”.

One part that made her so very wonderful was how she not only became my lover, but also my friend. You see so much stereotypical material in the media these days about how guys separate their spare time into the time they spend with their closest friends, or “buds” and the time they spend with their spouse. Luckily, I never had to make such a distinction.

Jen would be invited to any party I was. In the beginning, I imagine it was just so she could be with me, but after time, my friends became her friends. Pretty soon, she became a regular member of the group and the only clue which showed that she and I were together was the hugs and kisses we snuck in now and then. (The rest of the evidence was for occasions free of the eyes of others). The fact that I could enjoy her company as both a video game/pizza/movie chum as well as a riveting provider of the luscious zeal of youthful love was one of the many items in the vast lexicon of concepts that made me love her as a painter loves the spectrum of natural colors.

And that same group of video game/pizza/movie chums had grown with strength, like a roaring engine coming alive at the turn of the key. Each person I had met and become friends with had graduated from good companions to the estate of being close, personal and honestly the “best” friends I had. 

Adam never changed. He never tired of my company, or I of his. I had found in him the older brother that I had often wished I had once upon a time, and the fact that he and his family always respected and accepted me into their home and into their lives was a gift I cherished as if it was the very air I breathed. 

Niall’s carefree spirit and unyielding attempts for laughs were of the many characteristics about our “clown” of the group that I never lost respect for and often wished I could find within myself. (The search continues to this day.) And yet, through all the tie-dyed shirts and cleverly thought up inside jokes, a serious side of Niall was present, which was all at once compassionate, serious, intelligent, and trustworthy.

Dan Scott too carried this inner essence of wholesomeness and purity, regardless of the fact that it took great effort digging through his indifference and his somewhat wacky side to find it. Much more than a friend, I saw Dan Scott as a comrade—a partner that I could share the good times of partying and bad points of school-work with (and in Dan’s case, work in general.) Like soldiers in an elite team of teenage-life-fighters, we looked out for each other and shared the spoils. Fulfillment certainly surfaces to my mind with each thought of our time together.

My oldest friend Eric, to this day, remains my lifelong partner. It has been twelve years since we met, and by any measure I would say that remaining the closest of friends for such a period, through distance and time, is one of my greatest achievements. I take immense pride in it.

Clay was the compilation of all that I was and all that I wish I was. He was a dude, a buddy, a pal, a chum, a homie, a brotha… he was so many things. I see Clay always when I attempt to picture in my mind the kind of person I wish I was and want to be. In the time I knew him, he too felt like an even older big brother to me: someone who I truly looked up to.

I like to believe that I show a lot of compassion when I speak of my friends. Jon was a young man who shared that same type of compassion. He loved nothing more than chilling with the guys and stirring up some mad gaming action. As a child, I would have seen a friend like Jon as someone who I could feel completely like myself around. As a young man, he is a friend that I would feel shamed not to have met.

It was not simply the value I beheld when I spoke of my companions that was on the rise. I found that as the members of my group of closest friends began to graduate to newer levels of regard, more and more mutual acquaintances were beginning to take their place as people I would very much consider friends that I couldn’t see my life without having.

When I first knew her, Jen knew several other girls who she had been friends with for some time. At this point, all I can truly remember about them are a few names; however, Caitlin was a young woman who did leave a lasting impression.

 Caitlin Vilksac was a shorter young woman, but she housed a massive amount of spirit. She and Jen had been friends long before I had known either of them, and it didn’t take long before Jen’s relationship with me and my crew soon began to rub off on her. Before long, Caitlin too was joining in on the game nights and Magic tournaments. I found her to be very open and willing to try anything. She even brought to the circle her own hobbies, such as sketching, DDR, and some rather unique drinks that I can’t remember anyone liking (but we drank it anyway). Caitlin was a fireball of energy that was perfectly acceptable by my friends and I during the time we all spent together.

Another young woman I met during my final years at Northern was Emily Frewin. Emily was never part of my circle of friends, nor would you ever be able to coax her into a night of video gaming or Magic playing, but I personally have quite a memorable experience when I reflect on her. Emily was probably the most emotionally charged young woman I knew. She housed compassion, honesty, as well as strength and beauty. I couldn’t be certain exactly how I had come to know her. She was, by all definitions, the kind of girl that the kind of guy like me just doesn’t get to know—the blond haired, clear skinned blue eyed babe that looked as though she was designed for being seen with football players and popular kids, not talking to the pimply faced kid who wrote too much. Regardless, she has always spoken kindly of me, and I of her. She was also very attractive, although she still to this day would have to take a Silver medal in relation to Jen.

I always used to believe that figuratively, “every Dan needs a Jen.” Luckily I had found mine, but it wasn’t until late that year that I found out that Dan Scott also had a Jen of his own: Jennifer McDowell, a girl from Windsor he had apparently been seeing long before I had even known him. It was a while before this mystery girl was finally revealed to me… and to be quite frank, she reminded me so very much of my own Jen. It was like some ironic twist of fate: Dan with his Jen, and me with mine. Jen M was petite, shy, yet compassionate and friendly, and perfect for Dan S. Like my Jen, she blended into our group, adopted a taste for Magic, and became very much what I consider a good companion to all of us. 

Indeed my social ecosystem was becoming more fluent and diverse with each day that passed. And with my new family always a simple phone call or ICQ message away, I felt closer and more accepted than any one person possibly could.

Summer, 2001 and OAC—Truth, Beauty, Freedom and Love

Youth is always synonymous with fertility and vibrant signs of life. And when the summer of my 18th year came around, the year that I was at my physical peak and the healthiest I would ever be, my world had changed so very much that I was often afraid I was within a house of crystal, terrified to even gaze at it out of fear it would shatter.


Sarnia offers very little in the way of summer activities; however it has a vibrant beach community. I can remember going to the beach with Drew, Clay, Jen and Adam that summer several times. The waters of Sarnia did something to us, you know. We transformed. The teenage coating would melt off our bodies and we would become little children once again as soon as we hit that sand. I had always loved to swim (picked that up in my grandpa’s pool as a kid) and I had always loved the warmth of the sun. That summer, the sun had become as much a part of my circle as everyone else had. Truly, being with the best of friends, including my glowing pal in the sky, was like receiving the gift of life each day.


I spent that summer basking in the rays of happiness and pleasure my life had finally found through the trees and wilderness of teenage life. I can remember Dan Scott’s house… he lived on the beach as well. Oh how I did envy him. To have such a gift of nature at his disposal such as the sands and waters of privacy; I would have treasured such an endowment with undying ardor. Luckily for me, there was never a kinder soul than Dan when it came to hospitality. Dan would have everyone out to what I called “his palace” quite frequently during the summer months, and I can assure you I was pleased with every chance I had to accept his good graces. 


I can remember Dan’s basement, which in itself was our little palace. We as a circle, Niall, Dan, Adam, Drew, Jon, Jen, Caitlin all had everything we could want there. We had movies, we had games, we had drinks, we had a freaking sauna, we had access to the outdoors (and thus, the beach), and we had enough space down there to nearly encompass all of our carefree and energetic emotions. 


Yep, Dan’s place was the place to be. This is not to say that it was the ONLY place to be. For me, where everyone else was, THAT was where the place to be was. 


Jen and I had slowly grown more intimate as the passing months had fell. I look back now at our most private moments from within my most secret memories with awe and pride. 


I cannot escape the memories of Sunday evenings. As if like Christmas or New Year’s Eve, Jen and I had traditionally gotten together Sunday evenings for dinner. Even into the school year Jen was always welcome to my home to enjoy both my company and my father’s cooking. (Occasionally, I cooked too, but that is a story for another night). I soon got to the point where I found Sunday evenings without Jen somewhat awkward and empty.  


School did resume again. It was my 13th year: OAC. This was to be my final year of high school. At the beginning, I wouldn’t have given it all that much thought…


Pumped with the raw emotional electricity a summer of true happiness had summoned in me, I returned to the halls of Northern loaded to the teeth with a zeal and fortitude that was both unfamiliar yet savory. 


I can remember little about the classes of that year. I once again returned with Jen and Clay to Gibb’s drama class for the final six months. I felt that since I had ridden the bullet through two years of her elongated history of everything, a third year without it would seem somewhat lacking of any real challenge in my life.


The classes, once again simple and tiresome, churned on and on. I was introduced to a new teacher that year however, that I take quite a lot of notice of in my reflections of to this day. His name was Mr. Paul Rooke. For the first semester, I attended his Media class, in which I fell in love with his teaching methods and subject matter. What struck me with absolutely the greatest impact was how open and objective he was when it came not only to marking students’ work, but towards any ideas or concepts in general. You never had to fear saying the wrong thing or be scared to voice your opinion. He would listen, and care.


When the class ended, and my second semester began, I found myself again in his classroom for his Writer’s Craft class. This was a gem among the usual dribble most of my other classes had to offer. It was a class fashioned specifically for Mr. Rooke, simply because the class was so very open, and so was he. 


As a kid, I remember that I always wanted to write out stories based on the various video games I played. This, I imagine, was the basis for my love for writing. I could never draw, sing, color, paint, or play a musical instrument. I was never fast, strong, agile, or nimble. But I had a way with words. Or at least, I thought I did. I would much rather write about something, than draw it or sing about it. Mr. Rooke’s Writer’s Craft class gave me that very opportunity, and you better believe that I was all over it. Anyway… I am sure you already realize this, and I didn’t bring you here to tell you that.


So things were cruising along just fine and dandy. They say at age 18, most men are at the peak of their lives. I don’t blame them, since I never felt better. I could have tackled any emotional obstacle that life could throw at me and still come out on top. (So I thought)


School had begun its final spiral down towards the end of my four-year term in the corridors of Northern. My evolution as a teenager had taken me through the rugged badlands of depression, throughout the trails of inner and outer discovery, and eventually towards to oasis of social acceptance, surrounded by the lush, vibrant flowers of love. I had friends, I had a lover, I had great marks, I had somewhere to be every Friday night, and I had a life I wouldn’t have traded for a king’s fortune or a movie star’s fame. 


Like an old friend, summer was welcomed back into my life once again, along with all the pleasure and freedom it brought with it. The final summer in Sarnia was the absolute climax of my four years of happiness. The memories hit me like tsunami every time I look back over the pictures I can remember Caitlin took with her little digital camera.


The beach was a staple of those two memorable months once again. I can remember myself, Jen, Clay, and Emily: four teens with bright future and solid friendships, all going to the beach together. Resting beneath the kiss of the golden sun was a true exercise in the absorption of positive “karma” if you will, and I can remember being in such awe as I lay across the white beach. How so much bliss could result from simply being alive on a day like that with the closest of friends with me exposed me to emotions deep within my soul I had only read in the storybooks of my childhood.


I can remember the parties: Emily’s barbecue on Canada Day, rich with its love and energy. The Nickelback concert I dragged Jen and Niall to: intense, both on my adrenaline glands and poor Jen’s back and ears. A trooper to the end though, she would not have me believe that she was uncomfortable for a second. Niall’s crazy pizza parties, complete with all the Frisbee and trampoline action you could handle. My own birthday party, a day-long event that encompassed pizza, games, music, dancing, and laughter which echoed through time itself. Jen’s barbecue, which she held only once sadly, was a cherished gathering of friends who could find no greater happiness anywhere in the world. 


I can remember the Magic tournaments. How Clay, Niall, Jon, Dan and I would compete in these small contests each Friday night like clockwork was a marvel to behold. Of course, we never won (well, Clay did… quite a lot actually), and I suppose that would eventually get to someone like Jon or possibly Dan, but I saw it simply as a chance to be with my family each Friday night, and that was more than enough for me.


I can remember the camping trip I took with Jen, Clay, and Emily. Truly a liberating experience, I hold both Clay and Emily in the highest esteem for thinking to invite Jen and myself. With the darkness of a silent night surrounding us, I found yet another experience in life I will cherish for all time there before a boisterous fireplace. 


I can remember going with Jen and her family to see My Fair Lady in Stratford. Among the pleasures we shared, the theater was one that we could both enjoy on so many planes, and My Fair Lady was the ideal choice for both of us. We both loved the play, and we had both studied it during Gibb’s class. 


I can remember Jen. The dominating angel of all my memories, I was hardly myself without her. The affection we shared had also evolved along with our relationship. In our most secret of moments, we exchanged our passion with both fiery vigor and sensual adore. We made love, savored love, and held within our blood a heated emotional mark that beats within my heart to this very day. Happiness creates its own definition not through words, but through experience. Thus, kind reader, until you find in yourself these same emotions, then words can have meaning only in their syntax, and not in their true significance. If however somewhere deep beneath where you draw your breaths into familiarity has begun to stir within you, then to you I admit most effectively that Jen and I were in the deepest and truest love ever conceived by those beneath the governing laws of existence. This, I pledge to you is true, and for all the tangible treasures of life I would not for a second exchange.


The gifts of life had seemed to flow steadily from my first meeting with Drew to the loving farewell I received from my first love the day I moved from Sarnia to Ingersoll. That day marked the end of my summer, among other things.

Ingersoll: The Awakening


My grandfather, in his infinite wisdom and everlasting generosity, made it possible for me to attend college. The selection process of where I was going to go was easy enough: head somewhere near Sarnia or Ingersoll, the two places I could get free room and board from my father or mother respectively.


Sarnia had very little in the way of post-secondary education which interested me. I wasn’t about to even begin thinking about University, since I couldn’t afford it, nor did I feel I had the skills to succeed in it. College sounded like it was the place for me, but where to go?


I finally settled on taking Television at Fanshawe College in London. It was close enough to Ingersoll that I could end up staying with my mother. So, plans were laid out at the end of the summer to have me move to Ingersoll.


I knew that this move was going to be hard on me. I was anticipating the changes and hardships that would result from moving from my friends, as well as leaving Jen. Jen was optimistic, as always, in the beginning. She and I had learned to love each other so strongly, that the thought of us splitting apart literally struck fear in our hearts. I had made the decision that I was going to try my hardest to keep this wonderful thing we had together alive, even through what I knew would be the hardest test our relationship would be put to (in actuality, the only test.)


My friends too felt that the move would have an impact, although they too were also optimistic about the future. Plans were laid immediately for the next available chance we had to be together. “Think of it as just a really long trip man. We’ll still see each other…” I can remember someone saying that to me the day I left. I can’t remember who it was.


So the day came, and Jen was there by my side, as always, to see me off. I told her to be strong, and not cry. She didn’t; neither did I. 


The days went by, and I found my place in Ingersoll. My room is comfortable; I have all the conveniences of a five star hotel. I have my privacy, my own space, my own fireplace, my own bathroom, my music, my movies, my games all in my little corner of good old Ingersoll. Compared to my shacky little townhouse in Sarnia, I was sitting pretty in this new, beautifully furnished house my mother and grandfather had welcomed me to.


My computer was constantly a buzz with chatting activity. I was checking my e-mail four times a day, hoping that word from a friend had found its way to me, and that I hadn’t been forgotten. I found everything and anything to chat about with anyone whose name popped up on my contact list.


School started up, like it always does. Funny, but I found college life much the same as it had been in high school. Head to classes, do the work, get the marks, and go home. I was basically right back in Northern… a bigger, more expensive Northern.


And still, I would wish for nothing more at the end of a day then to hurry to this screen and find some glimmer of my former life to keep me in good spirits. 


Jen too had traveled from her hometown. She made the trip to the monstrous city of Toronto to pursue a studying career in Astronomy and Astrology. I found it so very peculiar that my Jen, a sweet little ballerina who loved kitties and art would submerge herself in such a demanding, academic practice.  But she did, and so off to Canada’s metropolis she went. 


It was a cold few months that I spent settling into my new life. One of my new classes at Fanshawe was psychology, in which we studied human behavior in such. One lecture I can remember significantly was that on a person’s self-concept. The main idea that stuck with me, and in essence applied to me, was that those with a low self-concept, like me with my good old walls, do not make friends easily. However the friends they do make they hold in higher regards than others. I can remember thinking this concept was like a mold that I fit into perfectly. 


In my early days at Fanshawe, I was a ghost. Nobody knew who I was, and nobody cared—just another face in a sea of faces, each scurrying to their classes at their own pace. In this vast ocean of unfamiliarity, my walls erected themselves for the first time in years, and they returned with a force influential enough to make me feel like I was back in grade ten again. 


It didn’t take long before the isolation began to affect me. Not only was I obsessively checking and re-checking my e-mail, but when no expressions from my family back in Sarnia, as well as my love in Toronto, were to be seen I felt despair in my heart.


Jen had kept her word. We did see each other again. I made the trip to Toronto as quickly as I could. Traveling to the mega-city had pierced me with raw fear so crushing I could feel it pulsing behind my eyes as I stepped off the bus in downtown Toronto. In the bitter, grey heart of that urban hell, I found my angel once again… and everything was fine. Like a shield protecting me from emotional arrow fire, Jen welcomed me to the new planet she lived in. 


I never saw her as “Jen in Toronto”. Jen was still my lover from Sarnia, and we were still the pair of lovers, joined in the stars, simply reconnected in the darkness of a winter night once again.


She introduced me to the huge new frightening world and all the wonder she had discovered in it. I could feel the liberation of her life at York University radiate off her every instant I was there. Jen had found a reality that she felt comfortable in; I quickly became jealous of her new source of happiness. 


When the realization came to me that I had gone from being a truly genuine source of happiness in her life to the single cause of her flakes of misery, I was hit with the combined force of both overwhelming rejection and ironic misfortune. Jen told me once that she felt the only thing that was absent in her perfect life was I. If I had traveled to York University with her, and taken something like writing or computer design, then her life would have been made perfect.


Like a young flower, Jen blossomed in her new home. She made new friends, and had new freedom she never could have known under her parents’ roof. It didn’t take long for the ease and comfort her new surroundings offered to overpower my feeble attempts to remain the loyal and loving boyfriend with letters and phone calls that were sparse and awkward.


Jen once told me also that university and collage living changes people. She proved herself right in November of that year. I traveled for what was to be the last time to see Jen at York during that month. 


The distance had become too much of a barrier between us, and Jen became detached from me. It shattered my spirit to learn that she no longer wished to be my sweetheart. Every passionate ounce of essence in my heart cried out to my mind, begging my reasoning to try and convince Jen that I would be devastated without her. 


However, my mind, always the dominating factor of all my decisions, looked towards her feelings before it would even concern itself with my own. Jen no longer wanted me as her partner, and that was something that I, with all the strength my unprepared soul could muster, had to accept. I told Jen that I would respect her decision.


Jen and I broke up in one of her friend’s rooms during a low November evening, when the others were away. Had we remained a pair for two months more, we would have been able to see the second annual anniversary of our first date. There was no anger, no drizzling tears, or feelings of regret. A last kiss and we were friends, not lovers. I can remember that for the remainder of that evening, I didn’t think too much about it (mostly because I was drinking. Ironic isn’t it? That night marked my first real drinking experience as well. I can assure you though that I was not trying to drown my sorrow. It was more a result of a social activity).


So, I left Jen in Toronto, although by then she wasn’t Jen. She was “Cat”. The whole time I was visiting, I was the only one that referred to her by her real name. Her new friends, who labeled her due to her obsessive infatuation with the tiny feline creatures, all found it awkward to hear me call her Jen. People do change I guess.


So my Jen has been replaced by Cat, a social butterfly who goes to York University. My Jen—the Jen I had taken to see Emperor’s New Groove; the Jen that I had cuddled up with on the couch on stormy winter nights in the most comfortable of positions; the Jen I had made love to and lusted over in my private little moments: she was now a dream I had awoken from.


So, what choice did I have? I returned to Ingersoll half of what I had been when I left. The tears did eventually come… and to this day I still have trouble holding them back. The days that followed were the most confusing of my life. I kept trying to make sense out of the whole tragedy. How could this have happened? I drove into every pore of reason for the answer.


Had I not communicated enough? Maybe I had communicated too much? Maybe Jen had gotten tired off all my mushy love talk and puppy-love letters. Maybe Jen had begun to think that I wanted her only for her body? No, that was insane. She knew that I thought so much more of her than as an orgasmic experience, didn’t she? She knew that I thought she was the only woman in life that would fit the profile of the perfect girl for me. She had to have known… I told it to her every chance that I got. And she had said the same about me. She confessed unconditional love for me almost every time we met. So why the sudden change?


There was no answer. Jen was true to herself and only she would know for sure. I soon realized that what I had on my hands was a tragedy in every sense of the word. Nobody could have predicted this, at least I couldn’t have, and there was no real cause or solution. I guess if you believe in fate, then fate is to blame. However I decided for myself that there was no blame at all to be distributed (which brought no comfort to my mind, but such is always the case when the scapegoat doesn’t exist.)


Whatever the reason, Jen didn’t need my company as a lover anymore. She had made friends and established a life all her own in her new, huge home known as York U. She told me that she still cared about me, and that she wanted to remain friends. 


I could never picture Jen as my friend. She was my infatuation; my dream; my truest love from the first snap of the camera to the final kiss at the bus station. However, I couldn’t just let her disappear from my life entirely could I? I guess having her for a friend was better than not having her at all.


My mother tried to comfort me once, suggesting the idea that down the line, some years from now, perhaps Jen and I would rediscover each other. In a world where dreams come true, that idea seems nearly perfect. However, I am not sure I live in such a world.


Would I take her back? If Jen were to rush to me, begging me to be her love once again, would I accept? I can only say yes… There is no doubt that I would agree to return to such happiness. 


I still love Jen. She may not know it, and may not care, but I do. I imagine I always will. 

Fanshawe College – First Year: The Winter of Reality


My rebirth into the new world I was living in brought with it many fresh experiences. While my surroundings had changed, I had refused to alter along with them.


Fanshawe College was very much unlike what I had envisioned college would be. I had always had ideas of massive, interconnected communities that functioned as a whole. The way I saw it when I was going through high school was simply a smaller scale of a metropolis, complete with its own laws, social structure, language and codes of behavior. This is not what Fanshawe was though. It was much like high school, only on a larger scale. I was unfamiliar, at first, with the areas of the campus. For the most part, I simply went to my classes, and then went home. Whatever spare time I was given I spent in the library finishing up work or simply on my own, seated in the hallway in front of my locker, losing myself in whatever music I had with me.


My class was made up of a rainbow of different personalities, and while at first they were all strangers to me, as the semester went on, I got to know a great deal of my fellow classmates. There were those I got to know better than others. The first fellow I believe I actually became acquainted with was a young man named Josh Clifton. 


Josh was a smart kid. His father was a specialist and independent worker in the field of television. This was the reason that Josh not only was in the program, but also was very knowledgeable about it, so far as I could tell. He was always the one the other students looked to for help, including me.


I hesitate to call Josh a nerd, even though at first glance most immature bullies and jocks that were full of themselves would be hard pressed to find someone who fit the stereotypical profile better. He had glasses, curly red hair, and a rough complexion. He was smart, no doubt about that. I would have no problem admitting that I felt very much humbled by his intelligence. He was also witty as well. He and I got along all right together. A pair of quieter young men who spent time playing cards and chess together during spare hours. One thing that also struck me about him was that he seemed to have a somewhat similar attitude towards the ladies as I did. He was very much interested in them, but quite simply didn’t have the nerve to act upon those interests.


Josh was my crutch for most of the semester. When I wasn’t alone, I was with him. When I wasn’t with him, though, I was very much alone.


The other side of my life was spent here, where I sit now, at this screen. Even as the dozens of weekends and months went by, I clung desperately to my past. I tried in every way possible to keep the spirited fires of my old friendships alive.


I e-mailed everyone, from Jen to Jon, and Emily to Eric. Often, I would sit in silence, witnessing as my account again and again told me there was no word from Sarnia or Toronto. Every once and a while, word would come though. I was able to strike up a conversation from time to time with the odd person. It helped a lot to still be able to talk to my friends. I would feel refreshed and at greater ease after reading a reply or spending an hour or so chatting with Adam or Niall.


Jen had become a double-edged sword of my life. In one hand, she was an old friend that was quick to offer cleansing words of relief. I found such comfort in confiding in that side of her. She was so gentle… so trustworthy. She was in essence still everything I fell in love with years before. However, when her indifference towards me was apparent, it was painful. I would curse her for her words… “Eh” “Whatever” “If you say so”. She had no idea how much they hurt. Later, I feel under my own same curses. I hated myself for hating her and being so jealous of the rest of the world that had captivated her more than I could have.


As the blue flame of my old life burned quietly in the silence of back of my mind, an older, brighter light did shine through before it. I was closer to London, the city of my childhood, where I had spent many days and nights building what I consider now my strongest and dearest friendship with my old friend Eric. Since Eric had remained in London, we were both quick to reunite that old friendship.


Eric never changed. As a child, he was odd, but in a way I found amusing and comfortable. Now, years later, still he continues to crack me up with his constant unique personality. 


Eric had gone through high school much like I had. He made new friends as I had, although to my knowledge he has yet to experience love as I have. Regardless, as I had periodically welcomed him into my circle in the years passed, it wasn’t too long before Eric introduced me to his circle.


The first person I met was a fellow named Adam Norman. Imagine my surprise at having met yet another Adam through the means of someone else. Adam was a large fellow who, oddly enough, was different, I thought, from Eric. Adam was well spoken, intellectual, and knew how to formulate a solid point of view based on what he knew and understood. This is not to say Eric did not know how to do all those things, but Adam was more clearly spoken about them. There was a side of Adam—call it the “wild” side of him—that was in love with heavy metal, beer and other such things as well. Combined, the two halves created a remarkable specimen.


Eric had another friend I met. This one was one that I had already known once long ago. It was Kyle Bromhall. Surprisingly, Eric and Kyle had remained friends throughout high school. The Kyle I once knew, however, had grown up into a much different person.


Kyle was smart, much like Adam and Eric alike, and I sometimes felt a little out of place when he and the remaining members of Eric’s circle would get into intellectual discussions about history, philosophy or politics, all of which I had very little knowledge about and almost no interest in. Needless to say, these frequent feelings of unfamiliarity did somewhat hinder my ability to feel like I was beginning to fit into this new circle. The assurance that I didn’t need to worry about them attacking me, emotionally or mentally, was present and encouraging. Still, to this day, I have trouble considering myself “one of them”.


As time went on, Adam and I did begin to bond. We discovered early on that we had common interests in both music and movies. I suppose when you boil it all down, that was our launch pad to our friendship.


Sadly, in my first year of college, Eric’s friends and the few chums I made in my class were the only people I really got to know. Sure, plenty of ladies caught my eye, but in my depression I had no will to muster the effort to attempt to take action. My walls were once again operating at full power and when it came to strangers, mostly those at school, I was right back where I was five years ago.


When I wasn’t at school, chances are I was at home. I spent the year living with my mother and Brian Larsen, the man my mother had chosen over my father several years ago. I have always considered myself an understanding person. When my parents split up back when I was a kid, I very much shared my father’s loathing of Brian. While my father never lost his hatred, I did. I always used to think that it was just my maturing and learning to accept the ways of the world. I do wonder, however, if it was just the way I am—my hatred for hatred—that allowed me to eventually get over the whole ordeal.


Brian was an overflowing well of confidence and self-esteem. He was a farmer as a young man, and a truck driver in his youth. He reminded me a lot of Clay; although I admired Clay more so then I ever would Brian, simply because I know Clay as a friend, and as an equal. At first, I was uncomfortable with the way Brian would tease me, much in the same way dozens of “bigger’ guys did in school. I knew that he meant no offense in all honesty, but growing up as I had had imprinted on me the sense of being untrustworthy of those who sought to ridicule others for their own amusement. I have yet to lose that unfortunate trait. However, Brian became more and more comfortable to be around as he and I began to understand each other. I see him these days as a figure rooted deeply and solely in the “real world”. I could never see him being able to appreciate art in its entirety, nor could I believe he could ever listen to music and feel it as the artist had originally intended it to be listened to and felt. However, he has knowledge of life in the “real world” that far outweighs what I could ever imagine to achieve. If it is possible that there is anything about him I do admire, that knowledge would probably be it.


The winter continued, and I found myself remaining who I was while changing in many ways as well. My passion for writing continued to grow. I believe that Jen and the events that separated us sparked in me a need for an escape into some form of creativity, eventually giving birth to the many stories I ended up writing and thinking up as the year unfolded.


I began to feel myself seeping into the “real world” more and more. I overcame my fear of driving and got my license, and I also discovered, with the help of Eric, Adam, Kyle, and in an indirect way, Jen, that I was no longer afraid of drinking.


Often, I’d find myself at a bar with Eric and his circle, drinking. I was cautious. My father, my mother, my driver’s education teacher, and all the MADD video’s I had watched in school as a child had made me paranoid enough to know that the effects of alcohol could be devastating. However, as part of my maturing, I learned of my own limits as well as my own tastes. 


Much of the “real world” which is inherent of the very near future terrifies me. I remember Gibby once explained to me what she called “The Peter Pan” syndrome. Essentially, it’s when a young person doesn’t want to grow up. There were many nights where I couldn’t help feeling that I had fallen into that category unquestionably.


The winter did end. I finished up my semester, and then walked into the summer of 2003. It would be a different summer for me—longer than any I had experienced before.

Summer, 2003: The Forge


With school finished for the year and no plans of mine to move permanently back to Sarnia for the summer, the choice of how my time was going to be spent was obvious: work. It was a decision that Brian and my mother had made for me right from the very beginning, and one that I also made for myself as the semester began to end. I had spent far too many nights alone, sulking and pinning for my past. If I were to face an entire summer without any direction to point my thoughts, I wouldn’t have a chance at any stable recovery.


With the resolution made, an old “monster”, as I used to call them, came creeping around the corner and entered my thoughts: how was I going to find a job? One of my greatest fears was the very act of going out and trying to sell myself though resume distribution. Don’t bother asking why I have that fear, or trying to understand the nature of it. Just accept that I had it, and we will move on.


The answer to this problem came early in the spring months, as the vicious bite of winter was beginning to die down. Brian proposed that I be put to work at Laidlaw, the carrier company he worked for at the time. There were positions in the wash bay at Laidlaw which involved primarily labor duties. This seemed like the perfect solution in the eyes of my parents. I, however, was not so optimistic.


The idea of working at the Laidlaw wash bay did not sit easy with me from the very beginning. I personally wanted something that was more my speed: an office job or a simple box moving job in some warehouse somewhere close to where I lived. In a perfect world, I would have found something closely related to my courses at college, but we all know the world isn’t perfect. Washing and polishing trucks and trailers was not what I had in mind for a job in any respect. However, that summer was to mark the most frustrating four months for all young people my age to find summer jobs, due to the abnormally large amount of students entering colleges and universities across the province. I suppose, if I had to come up with a good explanation as to why I agreed to work at Laidlaw, I would blame it on this, as well as my own sloth.


I began working not a week after my final exam at school. My shifts were explained to me on my first day. I was to work from three in the afternoon until eleven on Thursdays and Fridays, and from seven in the morning until seven in the evening on Saturdays and Sundays. The irritation I felt towards my new job was on a sharp rise after hearing about such disgusting hours. I knew at that point that for the duration of the summer, I would be busy on all the days it would matter.


How the torment did flare when I realized that my boyhood tradition of spending my summer days enjoying sunshine, junk food, and the company of good friends was becoming obsolete. It took a lot of effort and regret, but all I could do was bite down hard and accept what had been laid out in front of me. I fought it every step of the way, taking chance after chance to voice my opinion about how much I detested the idea of being robbed, yet again, of my already few chances for happiness.


So, I began working at Laidlaw for ten dollars an hour in the wash bay. My boss was a man named Kevin Murray. He stood tall, and the sense of a serious worker hung on his face and was almost unmistakable. My first impressions of Kevin were typical of most teachers and authority figures I met in my life: I was polite, and tried to be as professional as one could expect to be in that kind of situation. It didn’t take long for Kevin’s less admirable qualities to begin to show however. He was terribly picky when it came to my work, and for the first couple of weeks, there was no escaping his constant criticism. He was a perfectionist in every sense of the word.


Now, I wouldn’t go saying that I began to hate Kevin for “picking on me”, because that wasn’t really what he was doing, no matter how much it felt like it at the time. He was simply doing his job, and trying to get me to do mine better. Regardless, until I finally came to the conclusion that no matter how hard I tried I wasn’t going to satisfy him with my work, I was a wreck each and every day after I came home. There were times I would sit, showered and exhausted, at my journal late Friday and Saturday nights, pouring my heart out into the digital pages on the screen. Friday nights were by far the worse. Compounded with the exhaustion of the previous eight hour shift and the upcoming twelve hour one the next day was the constant notion in the back of my head that while I was off scraping dirt and lime off of trucks and trailers, the rest of the world was out on the town, enjoying the pleasures of the night. I was caged like a beast, with nothing but a window of the free world to gaze through.


There were four other guys I worked on and off with at the wash bay. The first I became acquainted with was Jamie Rutherford. Jamie was a year younger than me, and he was everything I was not. He was rude, uneducated, slow, obnoxious, and he fit in just fine in the Laidlaw wash bay. In Jamie I saw every single bully and asshole from my childhood, and I had to work with him for the entire summer. We were about as compatible as rubber and electricity. He would always be going on and on about how drunk he had gotten the night before, and how awesome he though it was that he was expecting to cheat on his girlfriend the next chance he would get. I don’t know what disgusted me more: the rotten gibberish that sprayed from his mouth, or the fact that I had to smile and pretend that I was actually amused by his crass ideas of “humor”. I think it was safe to say that I never did like Jamie, but we got along together fine simply because we both didn’t really have a choice.


The second fellow I met was Jeremy. Jeremy couldn’t have been more than thirty years old. At first, he didn’t pay much attention to me, nor I him. It wasn’t until about half of the summer was over that we got into speaking terms with each other. Jeremy was more laid back, and mature than Jamie was by far. If it was at all possible, when I needed help doing something, I tried to get Jeremy to help me before I asked Jamie.


Now Mike had worked in the wash bay most of his adult life. He was older then most of us. He must have seen forty years not too long before I met him. I liked Mike. He was much easier to get along with than most of the other guys there. He talked to me like an adult, asking me things like what I was taking in school and what my plans were once the summer was over. Perhaps the most admirable thing I noticed about him was his sense of humor, which was rich but didn’t focus solely on immature vulgarity. Above all else, Mike was the only person there who actually was able to convince me that he didn’t mind giving me a hand when I needed it, which sat better than you could possibly imagine with me!


Finally, there was Jay. Jay and I didn’t work together that much. He was also a long time worker at Laidlaw, and I’d have to say he hated the place more than I did. Suffice to say, Jay was always in a bad mood at work. I tried not to cross paths with him as much as I could.


So those were my co-workers. As I said, when I wasn’t working alone, I was working with Jamie. When I was working alone, I was more alone then I ever thought possible. I was alone in a cold, wet, cement prison, where all I had to hang on to were my memories, and my music.


The twelve-hour days crawled past me, each seeming longer then the one before it. As my body worked hard to finish whatever job I had at hand, my mind was left to wander freely. I thought about everything as I brushed and sprayed the metal giants. I thought about movies I had seen several times as a kid and had since committed to memory. I thought of the music I had playing in my headphones, which ranged from everything from bombarding heavy metal, to influential rap artists, to the wacky antics of Weird Al Yankovic. I thought about stories that I would rather be at home writing. You would not believe how many ideas came to me in those thousands of hours spent cleaning and polishing. It was frustrating, however, each time a great idea for a story would come to my mind while I was at work, but by the time I got home, I was too tired to bother putting any effort into trying to write it down.


I thought of Jen a lot. Sometimes the small mental glimpse of her ruby hair or the thought of how soft her small hands had felt on my cheek lifted my spirits, and other times it served only to twist the old wounds. Regardless of the result, I would say I thought of her at least once every day I was in that stone building holding the trigger of the pressure washer back. I thought of all my old friends from Sarnia in much the same manner. Were Dan and Jen getting anxious about their upcoming first years of university? Was Niall still partying hard with his crowd of female followers? Were Jen and her boyfriend having as much fun together as she and I once had? I know it wasn’t healthy for these questions for which I had no answers to continue running rampantly through my head, but I honestly couldn’t help it. Memories make up half of who you are, and I couldn’t simply brush away half of myself just to ease whatever tensions they carried with them.


The first week of July arrived, and I made arrangements for what was to be my only weekend off that entire summer to fall on the weekend of my birthday. Invitations flew to the corners of Ontario, as I invited every single person I could think of. The old crew from Sarnia was to come, as well as my few buddies in London and, of course, Jen from Toronto too. That Saturday night, they all showed up.


The first guest I actually greeted that night was, in fact, someone I had not invited. Her name was Kendra Peart. Brian had invited her to my party after meeting her at one of the Laidlaw company baseball games. She had moved to Ontario from British Columbia not a week before the night of my party, and Brian had invited her for two reasons. First, he felt it would be a courteous gesture towards Kendra—you know; help her meet some new people here in Ontario. The second reason, so Brian told me, was to simply introduce me—a guy who has trouble meeting people—to a young girl my age and see what results would come.


When I first met her, Kendra seemed like most girls my age do to me. She was open enough, and we got along and conversed comfortably. I would have to say that yes I did find her somewhat attractive at first. She certainly was physically attractive, and she seemed comfortable to be around. I didn’t have time enough to get to know her too well that first night though, since I was in the company of my old friends before long. The sun had set, the drinks were out, the cameras were flashing, and at least twice during the night, I was covered in silly string. Good old Niall! Suffice to say, that was a party to remember for sure. I saw Jen once again as well. There is something about the passage of time that makes seeing her again seem so warm and welcoming. I remember thinking that it would be worth every second of a twenty-nine year wait just to simply see her on the thirtieth. I guess even I didn’t realize the strength of all the occasions when I told her “I would never forget her.” 

I remember telling everyone how good it felt to be once again united with so many friends. Eventually, the party ended, and everyone returned to their lives. I went back to work feeling somewhat revitalized. In the weeks that were to follow, Kendra and I became friends. She had begun a “relationship” with Adam Partridge, which apparently found its roots at my party. At first, I must admit I felt somewhat jealous of Adam. After a while though, I was able to convince myself that it was not my place to judge others based on their decisions on who they choose to be with. As I had done before, I accepted it, and moved on.

I refuse to draw any conclusion as to why, but regardless, the fact is that Adam and Kendra did not last together very long. We all remained friends after the matter though. Kendra was a very different person than I was. She was outgoing, vibrant, and energetic. These qualities intimidated the shy boy that was still a part of me, but the fact that she regarded me as a close friend eased the pressure. We went out on several occasions to participate in the limited number of social activities that Ingersoll and the neighboring city of Woodstock had to offer. Most of the time, it was either bowling or shooting pool.

On several occasions, there were people (mainly Brian, his friend Mark Gowdy, and my co-workers) who would ask me if I was, or was planning to, ask Kendra out. I can’t say I blame them, since we were both two young, single people who were friends and were always doing things together. There were even times when I considered it. However, as I got to know Kendra more and more, I realized that I simply didn’t want to try and enter any kind of relationship with her past what we had already established. She was attractive enough for my tastes, but her personality—her assertiveness and, at times, radical behavior—just didn’t appeal to me. On top of all this, I could tell from the very beginning that she had little interest in me past “being friends” anyway. So, “just friends” was what I told everyone who asked, and where I decided I would leave the matter.

Kendra’s father was a man named Bruce. Like Brian and Mark, Bruce was a Laidlaw worker, and it showed in every way possible. He was cocky, crass, and zealous. However, after living with Brian for so long, I was used to cocky, crass and zealous so he and I associated together in much the same way Brian and I did. It was apparent that Bruce thought highly of me as well, which I suppose I didn’t express my appreciation for enough during the first couple of months I knew him.


The summer began to enter its final weeks, and the warmth of the sun was always around, waiting outside the wash bay for me every time I took a break. There were times when I missed the sands of Sarnia’s beaches so desperately I couldn’t detour my mind to anything else. The isolation of being single, although somewhat liberating as Clay always kept reminding me it was, induced a great many nights where I felt so numb. As if locked in an emotional limbo, I didn’t want to do anything, play any games, listen to any music, try to get any writing done, or see anyone.


I received a lot of supposed advice about women from Bruce, Brian, Clay, Adam Partridge and Mark over the summer. Suffice to say, it was more or less the same material my dad and I had gone over in my years before I had met Jen, but in a much more straightforward, black and white medium. To the gown-ups, I was a twenty-year-old guy who should be out chasing women every chance I had. To Clay and Adam, I was “one of the guys”, single and living the good life of always looking for the next good roll in the hay. However, at the end of the day, when the rest of the world slept and I was up talking back and forth with my computer, nothing had changed. I had sat and digested all the good advice about going after the girl with the largest breasts or the quickest way to intoxicate a female, either with alcohol or charm, with a big smile on my face as if those who were telling me all this were actually imprinting new ideas in my head. They were not, however. I could never make them realize it, but they were all talking to someone who wasn’t like them. They were talking to someone who valued respect and compassion over stimulation and the maximum excitement of the moment. I won’t deny that I am as human as the next person, and that the urges that make us all human were stronger in me than I could ever remember. Regardless, I didn’t want twenty different girls in the same week. I didn’t want to whistle and hoot and holler at whatever caught my eye. I didn’t want to “fuck like crazy” as Bruce had once put it.


What did I want then? It was a question I probably couldn’t answer if I tried. I wanted love…I guess. I wanted everything I had once had back again. I wanted a gentle embrace, or a small smile and giggle when I told a joke. I wanted all the little things that made up the great big mysterious emotion celebrated every February. However, love is something you can’t find at a wash bay or at a bar in downtown London. Love wasn’t on the menu for me that summer. I wasn’t supposed to be looking for love anyway, right? I was supposed to be looking for ass. Isn’t that the protocol for guys my age? I don’t know.


The wash bay became less and less of a nightmare as the days of August rose and fell. I still hated going there, but as each day closed, I felt stronger. I had noticed the labors at work had physically toned me a little bit, which in turn toned my esteem a small amount as well. And of course, I was making money. Many of my friends were admirable about how much money I made compared to how much they did. I also found it easier to dismiss my ridiculous notions that Jennifer and the rest of my friends all hated me and didn’t want to ever see me again, and came to accept more easily the fact that they were all simply getting on with their lives. This isn’t to say I missed them all any less. I don’t think there is any way that could come about.

Like steel being strengthened in searing heat and raging fire, I pushed through my shifts, never hating the job more then when I was actually doing it. Kevin and the rest of the people at work would ask me if I was at all excited about returning to school. I could only say that I was very much excited. I began to realize that if I could survive working in such a pit of wretchedness for so long, returning to an environment I have succeeded in for the past ten years or so would be a very welcome reunion.


I would be returning to Fanshawe College for my second year of Television Broadcasting. I would have a very good idea where everything was. I would have a little of my own money and access to vehicles that I could actually drive. I would know the procedures and what needed to be done. I wouldn’t have the burden of a recent ended relationship so heavily on my head. I would have the desire to seek new relationships. I would be ready for my second year.


Finally, the longest shift of the summer was finished. I drove home and washed the dirt of a tiresome, strenuous, hellish and rewarding summer off my hands and face. I had survived the forge and was ready to test my new metal in a new battle.


The final weekend of the summer, I invited Adam from Sarnia to my place. Over the summer, my frequent visits to Sarnia were for a single purpose: to see my brother and keep our friendship alive. With his help, I enjoyed the first Saturday night I had had in two months immensely.


Then, without warning, the first of many Mondays came. (It was actually a Tuesday, since Monday was a holiday.) I packed my old school bag that my mother and Jen had picked out for me a year prior, and headed for my first class.

Fanshawe College—Second Year: Grinding Metal


Stepping back into Fanshawe College did instill in me a sense of familiarity that I found very much welcoming and had strongly missed in the days and weeks of the wash bay. All the teachers were the same, and my classmates hadn’t changed. In fact, despite the fact that I had only really keep in contact somewhat with Josh over the summer, once we were all collected again, it was like nothing had changed.


The new year had found me and my classmates in a new building of Fanshawe College. The freshly remodeled “M” building which housed the colossal new television studio and control centers was our new home. I must admit that it was quite a step up from the somewhat aged and obsolete setting that our first year had offered. What had most keenly grabbed my attention immediately were the new digital editing suites we now had available. These were single rooms with one computer equipped with every up-to-date piece of software we were to receive training on. The idea of being able to close the door and have a personal little editing center, in which one could have complete privacy, was very appealing to me. In the months that were to come, I would spend a great deal of time in these very suites, working away on projects for both school and personal purposes.


Josh was once again a close companion of mine during the months of our second year. I hesitate to call him a close friend however, for relative to my old Sarnia buddies or to say, Eric, he wasn’t anything more than a colleague with whom I shared similar interests and personal qualities. Nevertheless, I was glad he was always there with me. 


Outside of the classroom, the world hadn’t changed a bit to my eyes. Whatever strength and sense of security I felt I had somewhat developed over the summer dissipated quickly and I was drawn back into yet another endlessly cycling repetition of days where I would simply sit at home on my computer or in front of my video games. In all honesty, I probably couldn’t tell you one single thing that had changed about me from my first year at college to my second.


I can’t be certain what drove me to finally take a step towards bettering my social situation, but for whatever reason, I decided the first week of my second semester to attempt to go to what was known as “Pub Night”. The pub night was simply that: a night in which our school’s bar was open to everyone and anyone who wanted to visit for a drink and perhaps show everyone what they could do on the dance floor.


Like I said, I can’t be certain what it was that propelled me to give this frightfully overabundant social activity a shot. I suppose if I had to chalk the decision up to anything, it would once again be to the “nothing-to-lose” mentality I couldn’t help but feel trapped in. So off I went to my first pub night.


The pub night essentially contained the following elements: lots of people either standing around drinking and being generally merry or dancing, a few well-endowed female bartenders and an obnoxious disc jockey. I found nothing immediately intimidating about the situation. There was plenty to drink after all, and when a good song came on (which was rarely but it did occasionally happen), I found losing myself in the music all the more comfortable.


When it came to the dance floor, I will admit that I was nervous about putting myself into that position. As a kid, I never really went to any of the school dances at Princess Elizabeth. I can remember Eric was the same way, and we would always end up going to the movie room together instead. The first time I really realized how much I could actually come to like dancing was probably my first high school prom. Naturally I had gone with Jen, and with her with me, I found losing my entire body to the ebbs and flows of the thunderous music that surrounded us and our decked out formal wear in the tiny gymnasium came almost as natural as head banging to one of my favorite heavy metal songs does now. It was then I realized that I loved to dance—just not alone. Jen had been with me each and every other dance we had gone to, including our second prom.


So with Jen’s absence, I was gripped with uncomforting anxiety over the idea of trying to just plunge into the bouncing mass of people on the dance floor at pub night. Eventually I got in there though, however there was no losing myself in the music within that crowd. Even though the conditions were identical, every second I was there I couldn’t shake the familiar anti-social paranoia that seemed to lurk wherever I went. My mind would interrupt me with every step I took, spouting suggestions such as “you’re making a fool of yourself” or “someone is watching you and laughing” and the like. I suppose I could have drowned that annoying little voice in alcohol like I am sure so many of the other people around me had, however since I had the responsibility of driving myself to and from each and every pub night I went to, I never really did much drinking while I was there.


A perplexing cycle began to develop: I would go to each pub night knowing that there really wasn’t any point. I would find myself standing at the bar or lifelessly moving around on the dance floor knowing there was no real reason for me to be there, and that I was just wasting my time and my money, which I had slaved over countless hulking trucks the entire summer to earn. I would leave each and every pub night with the same sense of emptiness and disappointment as the week before. However, despite all these horrible feelings, I still went each and every single week.


Why did I go? You would not believe how many times I asked myself that. There were a number of somewhat weak reasons, none of which really stood out as the “truth”. Perhaps I was going just so I could say to my mother and Brian “I am going out tonight”. Hey, a twenty-year-old college student that never once asked his parents for the car to go out for the evening? There is something just not right about that, isn’t there? Some nights I simply just didn’t want to be stuck at home in front of my infernal computer—the window to my past from which I could barley see anything anymore. I figured that rather than sit and stir over how many old friends of mine I wasn’t talking to at that very moment, I would throw the loaded dice and see if anything particularly new was in store for my future if I walked down the other path.


As I said, these are all really weak reasons. To be fair, I honestly do not know why I kept going back to pub night. I think it took me until the first week after the Christmas break before the rational that I would be saving a good thirty dollars in gas and booze every week finally made me stop going.


So with the dormant social life remaining motionless, I turned to busy-work to fill the gap. Along with my personal writing, I discovered that I had a keen interest in doing my own personal little video editing projects on the school computers. It simply swallowed my attention every time I sat down at them and I found myself many days after classes losing track of the hours I spent working on little music videos I was trying to throw together. A lot of the projects I worked on were ideas that had been swimming around in my head for a long time. Some of them I had slowly pieced together during the days I spent mindlessly washing trucks during the summer. Though everything I was doing I had learned for the purposes of school, I think I had some of my most creative and inspiring moments huddled in those little editing suites. It was then I decided that if I could ever get the chance, I would try to save up enough money to buy a computer system not unlike the ones at the school so that I could continue indulging in my newfound hobby on an even more personal basis. I had not the motivation to immediately attempt to find employment and set forth on the path to achieving such a goal however, so as I did with a disturbingly abundant number of personal ambitions, I set the idea on a shelf in my mind and left it there to wait for a time I would be in a better mindset to work on it.


The Christmas holiday marked my first visit back to Sarnia. Naturally I spent the majority of the time I was there at Adam Partridge’s place. I can remember throwing a party my dad’s old townhouse and inviting everyone from the old crew: Jen, Caitlin, Dan, Adam, Niall and even Clay Scott. Adam had also invited a good deal of people he knew far better than I did. This was not to say they were complete strangers. I mean I knew the faces and the names. You have to understand that if you spend as much time hanging around at Adam’s place as I have, you will eventually meet everyone he knows. 

So my old little townhouse was packed full of people yet again, which was a good thing, because I couldn’t stand to be in it by myself. This, I surmise, is why to this day when I travel to Sarnia, I prefer to just spend the majority of my time at Adam’s place rather than my own. The crusty old townhouse my dad still lived in had soaked up way too much of a past of mine that I missed so much, and to be left by myself surrounded by that kind of nostalgia was more than I could take.


Naturally, an event in Sarnia could not have passed me by without my capturing it on my camera. A great deal of the footage I collected was used in several of my little personal video projects. In the subsequent visits that followed, I would bring these finished projects back and show them to everyone. Obviously, they blew them all away. Everyone would tell me how much they thought my tiny, rudimentary videos looked “so professional” and how they were so certain that I would be successful in the future. It was very heartwarming to hear such positive feedback, however at the same time I couldn’t help felt a twinge of doubt mixed in with it. The stuff I was working on, I loved doing, but it was all just fun personal stuff. There was no way I could make a career out of just editing little home video footage to music. It was horrible to think such things though, so I quickly justified myself by stating that with time and the additional training I would receive, I would hopefully reach a professional level.


The months of the semesters rolled forward. It was now the last semester of the term, and the work had reached a point where it was not all fun and games anymore. I found myself sliding through some of the projects assigned feeling somewhat disappointed in my efforts. It wasn’t the marks that worried me; I was more concerned with my own self-judgment. I began to excessively rate myself against my peers in my class. This became something of a further emotional burden for me, since my insecurities were no less potent here than they had or were in any other aspect of my life.


I began to become jealous of my classmates each and every time I felt they had displayed any kind of talent or knowledge that outshined my own. Josh stood out as the biggest target of my envy by far. I won’t say he simply breezed his way through all the work, because ours wasn’t work you could possibly breeze through. Nevertheless, there were countless occasions where I found myself turning to him for help on problems I should have been able to figure out myself. I mean I had gone to the same classes he had hadn’t I? I should have known all the stuff too!


Another fellow in my class that I stood in awe of on many occasions was a guy named Ron Brown. Ron Brown was a genius with a camera and understood every concept of professional videography down to its finest elements. I can’t be certain if it was just his keen sense of knowledge or if it was just raw talent, but regardless, Ron could capture video footage that could pass for professional in a heartbeat. It was this quality, which I felt I strongly lacked, that convinced me that along with Josh, Ron needed only hold out his hand in the industry and the opportunities for success would just pour forth.


There were more people in our class that I felt had talent and wisdom that I felt I lacked: Patrick Moore, whose ambition and skills with graphical design earned him a summer job at a postproduction company the night he graduated. I even felt outshined from time to time by Victoria Bakker, a theater major and mother of two who displayed a profuse amount of resourcefulness and intense knowledge of lighting and set design


In the end though, I knew that despite all of this doubt, I was not just wasting my time or my grandfather’s money at Fanshawe. Sure I had no desire to work as a lighting technician or set designer, nor did I feel I had the edge and determination to be a successful video shooter. But video editing was something I knew I would enjoy doing, and as Gibb had once told me, “if you find a job you love, you will never work a day in your life.” (I am fairly certain she didn’t come up with that herself, but for some reason when Gibb tells you something, it tends to stick—possibly because she tells it over and over and over again.) With this in mind, I signed myself up to be included in the post-graduate program that the college offered students who graduated the television-broadcasting program. I had a pretty good idea that a third year of college studying in the specific field I was interested in would be helpful to some degree down the road. In truth, this was not the only reason I wanted to continue my schooling. I can’t remember who suggested it, but among one of the many lectures about this third-year program someone had brought to light a “selling point” for the program that was more or less along the lines of being a possible route to take for those students who weren’t one-hundred percent comfortable with the inevitable transition into the world of work and would instead prefer to postpone the shift until they were more ready. In my heart I knew I was a perfect example of one of those students. Thus, a third year at Fanshawe was slated for my future.


Among the many things that hadn’t changed at all, Eric and his crew of friends living in London were also included. Eric was living in Windsor during the year, so I only got to see him on certain weekends when he felt like coming back for a visit. I was always happy to have him as a guest when he did return however. When he was here, we spent time playing video games, drinking and watching movies. When he was away at school, we still chatted over the Internet almost every night. I often believe that Eric and I both felt an equal amount of pride for our continuing friendship and that for as long as we could, we would keep it alive.


The climax of the year had to be on April 26th, the day Eric, Adam Norman and I had all gone to Toronto to see a heavy metal concert by my favorite musical group, Iced Earth. This was my little personal reward to myself for graduating that year, and the experience was incredible. Adam Norman had gotten me into the band not long after we had met, and I had developed a small, humble obsession with them over the years, collecting every one of their CDs I could find. But to see them up on stage was unreal. Despite the rowdy and nearly intolerable crowd around me, it was like the members of the band were playing just for me. There was nothing else during that concert but the musicians and me. The outside world didn’t exist. There was no paranoia about my self-esteem: there was no pinning for my past; there was absolutely no trace of all the negativity I had felt smothered in the past two years. By far it was the greatest example of losing myself in the music I can remember. Eric had told me not long after the concert that since he had experienced it, his life was now complete. While I still had one or two more items on my life’s list, I knew more or less what he meant.


It was not long after that concert that I found myself attending an award ceremony for the members of the Television Broadcasting course at Fanshawe College. This would mark the last night I would see a great many of the people I came to know as good comrades and even friends in the two years I had worked next to them. Nevertheless, it was a night of celebration and reflection on our past together. My parents were of course in attendance, and I was sure to thank them as I rose to accept an award given to me for my achievements in video editing. My mother I thanked for giving me a place to stay and helping me with the financial details of my education, and my father I thanked for all the years when I was younger he had spent showing me movies, teaching me about videotaping movies and recording video and so on. Both played an equal part in bringing me to where I am now in my education, and for both I have always been equally thankful.


The winter had melted away reveling a familiar yet disquieting summer holiday over the horizon. Once again my only option was to work for the summer, and I began to dread that destiny held a disgusting return to the wash bay of Laidlaw for me. At the end of the last Spring season, I had anticipated a summer that I believed would be somewhat less fulfilling than those I had spent on the comforting beaches of Sarnia during high school. Coming full circle to the same situation, my doubt and pessimism had solidified completely, and I was fully aware of what was in store for me. Nevertheless, I marched forward.

Summer, 2004: Growing Further


The days of the summer holiday spilled forward slowly and as I sat watching each one bloom and die, I felt locked in a stasis. My goal was to find a job for the summer once again, which everyone including myself agreed was the best option. However I truly did not want to go back to Laidlaw. So I began firing out what was my pathetic little excuse for a resume to every ad Brian and mom were kind enough to point out to me in the paper, until one day, after countless misses, I received a phone call from a Tim Horton’s store that was just outside of town.


The call came not one day after I had sent my resume out, and was kind of surprising to me. The interview that followed I approached with the mentality that I would not receive the job. The interview stage was as far as I had gotten in most cases, and I wasn’t about to get my hopes up for what I felt was going to be another disappointment. However, with the same haste as the response to my resume had came, news that I was to be hired came at the very end of the interview. I can’t for the life of me remember why I hadn’t been more surprised at the sudden success, but regardless, it looked as though I was going to spend the summer working at Tim Horton’s for minimum wage. 


I hadn’t expected to see the same kind of money I had when I worked at Laidlaw, but despite whatever griping I did do about the measly seven dollars and fifteen cents I was now getting, I was still relieved that I didn’t have to spend the summer covering myself in every degree of dirt and filth.


My first day of work was slightly less then cataclysmic. For starters, the uniforms I was forced to wear were probably the least flattering attire known to exist! I still to this day cannot retain any surmountable dignity in those ugly shirts and pants. And to make matters worse, here I am on my very first day, my nametag—also mandatory—sporting a very degrading “in training” label beneath it, being shown the ropes by a fifteen year old who spins through every order and procedure like it was his solitary function in life. I felt like a genuine retard… a six foot three mentally handicapped excuse for an employee in a hairnet and a buttoned collar.


The pace of working at a fast food restaurant was unlike anything I had ever experienced in life. Everyone was expecting everything immediately, and as soon as I finished one task, there were three more to do. It took me a good two weeks and a single one-on-one meeting with one of the assistant managers before I finally had all the buttons on the till memorized, all the locations of each donut, cookie, bagel and muffin committed to memory, and even a few shortcuts here and there under my belt. I kept telling myself that it was better than Laidlaw, but there were times when I couldn’t help doubt such an empty generalization.


My co-workers were mostly kids—high school students looking to save some money up to make it from weekend to weekend. The idea of working along side so many younger people haunted me and still does, but as time went on, the natural process of getting to know people one spends every day with took over. The nametags helped me get by the familiar barrier I had always struggled with in school, and when it came to striking up conversations, the common ground of griping about the work was not only convenient, it was almost mandatory some nights.


The young guy who trained me for the first couple of days was named Sebastian, though everyone called him Seb. I liked Seb. He had a sense of humor and was generally pleasant. Another fellow, Will, was by far the most obnoxious, but at the same time probably the most well liked guy that work there. Later on, as my sea legs grew in, Will and I gained respect for each other much like he had with everyone else that worked there.


There weren’t too many girls at work that caught my interest to begin with. As I mentioned, most of them were too young for my tastes. I think the only girl I actually could admit finding somewhat attractive to myself was a girl named Sherry. She had a pretty face and was generally nice and fun to joke around with. However, fate saw to it that she didn’t stick around in my life any longer then was necessary for me to start to entertain the idea of approaching her before she quit and moved on to bigger and more lucrative employment. From that point on, I didn’t bother even looking at work, save for the odd cute thing that walked in and asked me for some cookies.


Another co-worker I remember quite clearly was Cecilia. Here was a little Asian woman who I discovered much to my surprise just made it into her fifties. You could never tell by looking at her—I mean it wasn’t like you could mistake her for a twenty year old, but her personality was abundant with vitality. She was always very animated at work. She would always be laughing and joking with the customers and our co-workers every chance she got. She and I got along great and I found her to have a strong maternal presence at work. She wouldn’t cut corners or slack off or anything else like all the rest of us young guns would, but at the same time she always seemed comfortable dealing with customers and keeping herself busy. I couldn’t put my finger on what it was I admired about her, but I surmise it had something to do with some kind of wisdom or characteristic that comes with age. Perhaps I’ll find out some day down the road.


Work more or less consumed all of my free time during the summer. I was sure to put in my mandatory four days a week minimum, as per the instructions my mother was always so very kind enough to keep enforcing on me with a hearty “thou shalt” attitude that really bugged me. Nevertheless, getting close to five hundred dollars every two weeks slowly cooled those burns off, and as time went on, the job eased its way out of being an obstinate pain in the ass into a mild obligation that I was both annoyed by at the beginning of every shift and glad I fulfilled at the end.


Outside the hot and sticky little service station where I worked, life was spinning just as it always had done. My mother and Brian had bought a house in Woodstock, so a move was scheduled near the end of June. It was for all purposes trivial to me, since we were just moving from one little town where I knew nobody to another. I would be spending a bit more on gas in and out of London… that was it. I must admit though, much like I had always felt a pang of relief every time I returned home from Sarnia and left behind my dad’s old townhouse, so too did I bid what must have been a much needed farewell to the basement of my home in Ingersoll, which held a tiny drop of the same memories that the townhouse did of my time with Jen. Clearly I was starting fresh from scratch. Sometimes, that’s the best thing to do.

I was eager to follow the tradition I had started the year before and organize a get-together with my old friends for my birthday. I had no illusions that it would turn out as successful as my twentieth year party had, but that didn’t detour my resolve. My first such attempt to arrange everyone in a meeting at my new home in Woodstock on the weekend of my birthday eventually ended in failure. One after another everyone who I had invited informed me that they couldn’t make it that weekend. I was bitterly disappointed, but at the same time not all that surprised. A year had gone by, after all, and everyone’s lives were slowly spreading further away from my own.


Luckily, my stubborn habit of clinging to the good old days of my late high school years drove me to try, yet again to throw something together. This time, I gave up entirely on the notion of trying to bring everyone to Woodstock. It made more sense to hold the party in Sarnia, since most of my old friends could make the trip their more easily.


Thus, the invites were sent out, and the date was set. I put a call in to my father, who hadn’t moved an inch since the last time I had been in town to see him. I knew for a fact he wouldn’t have a problem with me hosting a party back at the townhouse in Sarnia. I am not sure how I knew that, but I guess living with the man for several years teaches you a thing or two about him that you never forget. I still count myself lucky that his door will always be open to me, should I ever need it for anything (like a party with the old crew… for example).


A few weeks before the party was scheduled, I made a trip into Sarnia, as I had done many times before, to visit my good friend Adam Partridge. Adam had a surprise for me when I visited him though. Kendra, who as far as I had known was living in British Columbia and was essentially out of my life for good, was actually living with Adam in his parent’s house for a few months now. The two were a “couple” clearly, but Adam’s news that the two of them were planning on getting married was something I wasn’t sure I was ready to hear.


Adam had broken the news to me by handing me my wedding invite face to face. As I read it the first time, I figured it was some kind of stupid joke or childish prank the two of them were plotting. They weren’t joking, though looking back, I wish they had been.


So my best friend was getting married at age twenty. A lot of things went through my mind about the idea. I had talked to Dan Scott a few times about it after he had heard. It was no secret at all that Dan was totally opposed to the idea. He wouldn’t openly admit it, nor would he blatantly vocalize his opinion in any kind of rude, unintelligent manner. He kept it all to himself when Adam was around, and mentioned what he thought once or twice to me. That was it.


Niall on the other hand was fully supportive of Adam and his decision. Leave it to Niall to take the positive position no matter what. As for myself, I was truly torn. I could see Dan’s side of the argument easily: to make such an important decision so quickly seemed unwise and premature. I could also appreciate Niall’s support of his friend; the kind of support I would feel absolutely horrible if I was unwilling to offer myself. In the end, Adam had also asked me to be his best man, basing his choice on the fact that he and I had shared a strong history together. There was no denying that we had become very close friends, and so I accepted.


I can’t remember whom it was that asked me why, if I felt so torn about it, I didn’t try to talk to Adam about what I truly did feel was going to be a mistake. (It might have been an internet buddy and fellow writer I occasionally e-mail a few times a month). For starters, I had already agreed to be Adam’s best man, and that was a promise I wasn’t willing to go back on regardless of how I felt. And besides all that, if my experiences with Jen had taught me anything, it was that I had no right to try and tell others what they could and could not do with their lives. Sure, I could tell Adam that I though he was rushing into a frightfully monstrous mistake just like I could have told Jen over and over how she should have tried to adapt and stay with me. I could have done those things, but would they have changed anything? No. My opinions are not meant to change what people think, nor do I want them to. That being said, I opted to follow Niall’s example and show support for Adam and Kendra whenever I could.


On the day of the wedding, it rained—which I remember thinking was a less than subtle ill omen. Regardless, my good friend Adam wasn’t about to let mother nature stand in his way. Through a surmountable degree of rescheduling and acrobatic coordination, everyone made it to the beaches of Canataria Park—where I had spent many days of the summer of 2002 in blissful and utter joy with my friends Clay, Jen and Emily—to witness Kendra and Adam become joined in holy matrimony. Because of the rain that had since ceased, the beach was empty save for our gathering of friends and family. I remember thinking that when the inevitable time my own wedding comes around, I should like to have had it in a somewhat similar environment, with the waves of my younger years singing softly in the background.


The evening rushed forward soon after the ceremony ended, and we had all gathered in good spirit and good cheer at the reception: Adam’s family, Kendra’s family, and several of Adam’s friends, including many of my own. The evening was a hazy spectrum of strong emotion, peaceful tidings and hopeful wishes. As the lights dimmed and the stars came out to shine away the remaining hours of such a monumental day, I walked away with the unshakable feeling that Adam, who I regarded as second only to Eric as the closest and dearest of my guy buddies was never going to be the same person I had known since early high school. He was rocketing forward into life, much as Jen had, and in doing so was inevitably going to be changed by life itself. As always, however, I sat in silence and kept my thoughts and feelings—which ranged from confusion, anger, self-pity, pride and fulfillment—to myself.


With Adam occupied with building his new life with his wife and my job keeping my mind and time occupied, my visits to Sarnia slowed to a halt. Aside from the wedding, the only other memorable event was my birthday party.


Can you possibly imagine how soothing it was for me to find myself, once again, surrounded by the likes of Niall, Eric, Clay, Jen, Jon and Caitlin in my tiny townhouse, enjoying drinks and acting like time hadn’t touched any of us since the last time we had met? I was taken back to that state of mind I often reflect on now and then when I am bustling at work and try so hard to relive every time I return to Sarnia nearly tenfold.


I doubt there is any question as to whether or not my camera was present. For someone who lives a little too much in the past, this was a prime opportunity to capture a few more memories in a box for me. When I wasn’t looking at the world through my third eye, I was more or less trying as much as I could to enjoy what time I had there with my friends. Of course, there just isn’t a party without Clay Scott, and there was no debating that he was trying as hard as he could to make himself the center of my party. I didn’t have a problem with that however—I couldn’t think of a better engine to drive the machine of that party down the road of joyfulness.


Jen was of course present. I can remember her telling me that she was glad to be there, since she seemed to have a bit of a longing for hanging around her high school friends. I highly doubt this was to any degree as severe as what I always felt, but nevertheless I found a small level of relief in knowing that I wasn’t the only one who hadn’t totally forgotten the past.


Much in the same way I felt like a little kid when Niall pulled his newly acquired NES from his backpack and fired up that ancient veteran of entertainment, I also found I was going back in years when I was glancing at Jen during the evening. Now before you roll your eyes, give me a chance to lay down the groundwork here. This wasn’t a case of my attraction to Jen—that is my ex-girlfriend—rekindling itself. This was more basic and primal. This was I, Dan Charrington, a young man of 21 years of age simply being attracted to an attractive young woman about my age. I never mentioned it to anyone else though, since I doubt they would believe me. There is an aged cliché that states that when a couple breaks up and stops seeing each other, often when the two do see each other again they seem to the other be more attractive. Now I am not wise enough to know whether or not that was what was going on in my case, but I like to think it wasn’t. All I know is that to me, she looked good… I mean really good.


The evening ended as evenings tend to do, and I returned to Woodstock to play out the rest of the summer from behind both my computer screen and the counter at work. The weeks that followed rolled together in a mess of repetitive eight-hour shifts. Like the summer before, I developed the tried and tested routine of working, coming home, going back to work the next day, and so on. Every now and then, I had a day off sprinkled in which I spent 90 percent of in my room. Then of course there were the odd occasions where I had two days off. Often in those cases, I had Eric out to visit for the time period. His visits became so frequent I soon was not the only one in the house that was often wondering when he might show up next.


Near the end of the summer, I did finally realize one of my many small dreams: I finally got my laptop that I had my eye on since the start of my second semester at school. This was one of the most significant little toys I had picked up in a long time, and I dived right into the sucker. It was identical to the computers I had been using for the last two years at school, so I simply plugged myself in and away I went. Before I had owned the thing a month I was churning out tiny little personal projects one after another. No longer was the footage I shot at all the parties I went to going to just be dumped onto a VHS tape and archived. From now on, I was in the home video editing business, and although I had missed most of the events that I really would have liked to have still had raw footage of to play with, I was excited all the same.


The laptop was far from cheap, however my mother, ever the negotiator, and I settled on an agreement whereby she would foot the bill and I would just repay her in installments whenever I could. I remember feeling somewhat flattered that she had faith in my ability to hold up my end of the deal. I knew I wasn’t going to be seeing really fat paychecks, and so did she. I guess mothers are called that for a reason.


As the final weeks of the long summer cooled down and settled themselves in the recess of the four months that had passed, I found myself desperately wanting to return to Fanshawe. I was eagerly looking forward to the upcoming year, where I would be learning even more cool stuff about video editing and visual effects. I was also looking forward to cutting down the number of draining shifts at Tim Horton’s I had to put in. Unlike Laidlaw, however, this wasn’t a job I was simply going to drop, cold turkey. I still needed some cash to keep me going through the year, and there was no way my mother was going to let me get away with another year of just going to classes and coming home every day and supposedly “not working”.

That all being said and done, I opted to take a shift during the week and one on the weekend. I knew that with the upcoming start of school, a lot of the kids that I worked with would be downing their shift time as well, leaving the bosses at work in a muggy situation. Even though I have kicked myself every day since, I offered to continue to work every Sunday afternoon, which was by far the busiest day of the week there. I figured as long as I get at least one day to myself, I would learn to survive. I was going be too busy with schoolwork to even consider trying to be remotely social when school started anyway, so why not try and squeeze some money out of the arrangement, right? Besides, I have an annoying little tendency to want to please and impress everyone I know, and I knew that volunteering to work on the weekends would put me in good regards with my supervisors and managers at work.

The end of the summer marked a great deal of disappointment for virtually everyone I knew except myself. Beyond all possible doubt it was clear my good buddy Eric wasn’t looking forward to returning for another year to Windsor, and I could tell by the ever increasing volume of generally crabby people that poured into work every day to wait impatiently on what was the last few days of their holidays that nobody was eager to head back to the working world. I hadn’t really left it, so it didn’t faze me that much.

The first day of my last year in school came around at last and I was more than ready for it—the day, that is… not the other part.

Fanshawe College—Post Grad: Success and Succession

Though it lacked much of the magic and memories of joy that Northern still brings to my mind, Fanshawe College had never looked more welcoming to me.

The program I was now enrolled in was called Digital Post Production. Focusing heavily on the specific aspects of my previous two years of education involved with video editing, graphic design, and visual effects, there was no doubt that I was excited to be entering such a program.

Several faces from my previous class had followed me to this new year, including that of Patrick Moore. These memorable peers were mixed in with a few new faces as well.

At the helm of our new post-graduate year was a man that had taught me only partially in my previous years at Fanshawe. Mr. Scott Doerr was not only our professor, but also the program coordinator for ours and several other television related courses offered at Fanshawe. Aside from being a full time faculty member, Scott operated his own entrepreneur business involved in video post-production. He was also a family man and had a history in the television industry that dated back to his college years. In short, Scott Doerr quickly joined Gibby and Mr. Rooke as one of the most influential and highly respected educators I can remember learning from. He was a very positive man with an open sense of humor and a bountiful amount of knowledge.

Gaining my education from a man like Scott had been easier than I could ever remember it being in all of my years in school. In high school and my early college years, I operated on the principle that if I did the tasks assigned, however pointless or mundane I felt they were, and completed them well, I would be doing the “right” thing and would somehow be rewarded, if not immediately then at some point in the future. Scott’s classes were different however. For the first time in my whole life, I sincerely cared about what I was doing. There were levels of artistry and professionalism in the work I was doing that I established for myself which positively dwarfed the minimal required levels of effort needed to simply get the marks. This of course was where I had set my sights in all my previous years, but not this time around.

The Fanshawe College television programs educate the students enrolled in them by simulating a professional television station, in so much as actual content is created and aired by the students. As such, it was not long after the year began that roles were to be assigned to members of my class for taking responsibilities and duties that would influence the success and quality of the programs. When Scott explained these roles to us, I recall keenly being interested in joining this “management team”. I wasn’t so much looking to gain authority over my peers like grade school hall monitors and crossing guards however, nor was I really that interested in trying to promote myself as any kind of authority or leader figure. My intentions were far more inward driven.

I knew this would be my last year of school… of any kind. I could feel the pinch, which Josh had explained to me the year prior that comes with the realization that once this year was over I was going to be on my own, start to flare within me. I was certain that when the time came, I wasn’t going to be ready for it no matter how hard I prepared. Nevertheless, I was passionately interested in trying to squeeze as much learning as I could out of the final year I had left. With this in mind, it was Scott’s explanation that the members of the management team would be, in essence, learning the most out of all the students that had provoked me into volunteering for the task.


So I became Dan Charrington, post-production supervisor for Fanshawe Television. It sounded like an impressive title on paper, but essentially I was simply a mediator between my class and the second year students. I didn’t gain any substantial respect from it, but that didn’t bother me, since I never really expected to in the first place. In the end, it did offer the extra work I wanted, which I ended up learning a great deal from.


My class was far smaller than it had been in the past years. I only had roughly a dozen classmates this year. Again, there were members I keenly remember to this date.


After our initial orientation on the first day of classes, there were textbooks to be acquired. This had taken on the form of ritual to me, however on this, my third annual trip to the school’s bookstore, I was joined by a young woman named Carolyn Shelby. A slim girl with dark brown hair that she often had tied up, Carolyn was new to Fanshawe College, having transferred there from a school in Toronto. I offered to guide her to the bookstore and accompany her as she got herself oriented around the school. Acting on the nothing-to-lose notion once again but remaining cautious, as ever, I stayed politely quiet during the few encounters we had during the first few weeks, making only pathetic little small talk as best I could. She had a unique personality that I saw as intriguing—yet common. I remember visiting her home once and meeting her boyfriend while there as well. However, not long after the first few weeks of classes, she joined the ranks of the rest of people I knew no further than by a first name basis.


Another girl in my class, not new to Fanshawe but certainly new to the television programs was Jasmine Bax. Coming from a more computer graphic oriented background, Jasmine joined me on the management team as the graphics coordinator.


Jasmine was very attractive. Her dark skin matched her long deep brown hair that fell long past her shoulders. She was well shaped in all the ways I, for one, would consider someone well shaped, and her face was very pretty. It gave the impression not so much of a princess, but rather of a sportier, fun-loving beauty. She could have passed as a casual basketball player or track runner if you didn’t know better.


I spent a good deal of time working with Jaz, as we were the only two members of our class on the management team. I could tell from the beginning that she was more rooted in the “real” world than I was. She came off to me as the kind of student more concerned with schedules, rubrics, and evaluations rather than the actual “meat and potatoes” of the work—which was what I was more interested in. If I had to wager a guess, I’d say her main motivation for continuing her education into post-graduate studies was the hope that it would yield better employment results. I won’t deny that such an excuse was by far one of the stronger incentives for me as well, but it was far from the top of the list.


So, that’s enough of all that boring stuff. I’m sure you’re wondering if I thought of asking Jasmine out. I won’t lie: I was indeed attracted. I finally made my stab at it one afternoon when I was helping her with one of her projects. I didn’t flat out ask her for a date, as I hardly sport the gall to be so bold. Instead, I timed my words to keep them seemingly indifferent and subtle by asking her, after a remark about how frustrated she was with her work, if I could buy her dinner to cheer her up.


My attempt at subtlety worked a little too well against my favor, and she brushed it off with a grateful yet uninterested “no thanks”. Feeling foiled yet not entirely surprised, I made my second attempt later in the day. She didn’t dismiss it immediately this time, and I started to suspect she was sensing my intentions. I don’t remember her exact words, but I believe her second response followed the lines of being unwilling to try anything involving classmates. 


You can take this statement any way you want. The reality of the matter is a two-sided coin. On one side she had a sincere concern about becoming involved with someone she knew she would be seeing on a regular basis and interacting with on a more professional level, resulting possibly from some past experience gone sour or simply due to her own personality. The alternative possibility was that she was shooting me down with rubber bullets—the kind that weren’t meant to kill, only subdue. I couldn’t tell you which of the two was true or false, but I’d be willing to put my money on the latter—another decision you can accept however it suits you.


For once, not getting my hopes up had worked out to my advantage. I left that sleeping dog to lie, and just went ahead with my semester. The workload was heavy but spread out in a fashion that made it manageable. The emphasis was far less on the professors and more so on us students to motivate ourselves into completing the tasks this year, which was an ideology that I fell in love with immediately. 

My classmates were not so eager to follow my example, however. During the many work periods we had available, I found myself looking up from my work in utter disgust at the sight of several of my classmates wallowing in apathy as they wasted their time playing trivial games and indulging in irrelevant conversations. The display of indifference only strengthened my resolve to strive for excellence in my own work, and I secluded myself from the rest of them in order to concentrate on my own projects. 


 Suffice to say that although my social skills were still being denied their much needed sharpening due to my narrow-visioned quest for academic excellence, I was succeeding in building skills and producing results that earned me my standing as one of the best and most hard working students in my class. My assignments were always done months in advance, and the quality was always enough to impress my classmates and teacher (though admittedly never enough to fulfill the overzealous expectations I had for myself.)


During the year, I came and went from the school as I pleased. I retained access to the car my parents had offered me to use while at Fanshawe, so long as I maintained it with fuel and minor repairs whenever they were needed. Often I would spend entire days at the school working on my laptop alone in the lab. I could have easily brought the work home with me, but I was more inclined to complete it while I was at the school. I was more focused in the lab and less susceptible to distractions. There was also the looming hope of a chance social encounter happening—something that I couldn’t hope to find as easily way out in Woodstock.


I remained an employee at Tim Horton’s for the duration of the semester as well. I only put in two shifts a week in order to provide me enough free time to dedicate to my schoolwork and still stave off the guilt of “not working” that mom and Brian had seeded in me years before. 

If working a full year at a highway service station fast food place can be compared to blacksmithing, the summer time is by far the burning, fiery forge that tempers clunky, misshaped and useless metals into tools that serve a purpose and can be put to proficient use. With this period passed and I as one of those tools that remained behind, the shifts at Tim Horton’s during the school year turned from exhausting and uncomfortable to a drab and collectively boring experience, peppered lightly with the occasional exasperatingly depressing evening. Whereas before I couldn’t wait for my shifts to end simply because I was fed up with the aggravations of the work, now I simply had better things I could have been doing—and wanted to do. Nevertheless, I retained my perfect attendance and reputation for punctuality during my time in the busy roadside station.


My rituals at home remained unchanged. My room—my single sanctuary that I could truly call my own—was comfortably sized to house me in a womb of comfort and privacy, which I retreated to instinctively every night as I had done all my life. I was safe within it. I had my computer and communications, however blunted they had become, with my old friends. I had my video games and cartoons that I indulged in every time I needed to escape from whatever emotional baggage I had clinging to me. It was by far the only place I could feel entirely like nobody was judging me, and I could savor whatever thoughts, feelings or ideas came to me in peace.


To a mind that never stops thinking, however, this seemingly tranquil cocoon was in and of itself the root of more baggage I felt I was weighted down by. There was no social development to be had within its walls, nor was there life experience or self-realization either. This, I bore in mind, but simply sat and did nothing about… night after night. This pathetic testament of fear’s dominion over ambition is a tragedy I still struggle with to this day.


Of course, I didn’t spend entirely all of my spare time in my room. The nature of traditions dictates that they repeat themselves, and thus as the cold months of winter began to chill the windows and grass, my hopes were high once again that many of my personal annual conventions would remain in tact.


During the Christmas holidays, Clay hosted the annual gathering of my friends in holiday celebration at his home in Sarnia. The evening saw Eric and I in the presence of our old friends back in Sarnia yet again. Adam was just as loud as he had ever been; Jon’s jokes were just as ill-timed but still warmly received as they had ever been; Jen was just as dazzling as she had always been; Clay was more the charismatic host as I can ever remember him being; and I was still caught up with trying to capture it all on video as I had always been. The evening sits proudly along side my collection of captured memories as one of my most admired—as well as one of my more substantial video projects to date.


Before the snow had stopped falling in what was now the new year, Clay and I also traveled to the big city of Toronto to visit Jen’s home and celebrate her 22nd birthday. This would mark the first time I was going to travel to see Jen in her home since our separation, and the first time ever that I would be driving solo to the big city. I had simplistic directions to follow that made the trip there easier, as well as the mindset that any event with my old high school drama friends was destined for glory.


Once I had made it to the big town, Clay’s appearance alongside Jen and her friends made me feel a great deal of comfort in what was a very intimidating setting for me.


The faces that surrounded Jen were foreign to me but welcomed me out of mutual respect, as I did to them. I stuck close to Clay regardless though. Mine is a mindset that needs familiarity close to it for closure, and Clay was the crutch I needed to really help me enjoy the evening. Seeking that kind support from Jen in the amount I needed would have surly given off all the wrong signals to everyone, which I wanted to avoid at all costs. (It was, after all, supposed to be her night). So I sat back and played off of Clay’s antics instead. (Which were, of course, abundant.)


The evening began with a session at a karaoke parlor. The drive there in my car felt like a fleeting substitute for the trips the old Sarnia crew and I always used to make around Sarnia in either Jen’s big brown van or Niall’s big red one. Clay was in the back seat and he wouldn’t shut up as usual, and of course, Jen sat up front with me. I had on my Iced Earth CDs, exposing everyone to that which had been my musical escapism for the past three years. Jen humored me by doing her best to get into it, which I can remember thinking highly of her for doing. In my more curious moments, I often wondered how things might have been different had I been more into the heavier metal I listen to now back when we were still together. Would she have rocked out with me? I’ll bet she would have.


The parlor itself was unlike what I had imagined it would be at first. It wasn’t one of those places where you got up on stage in front of the rest of the patrons, which I must admit I felt somewhat relieved to discover. Instead, we all had a room to ourselves. Clay dove right in to several songs and Jen and her friends all did a couple as well. There was a general sense of apathy when it came to picking the songs about midway through, so I stepped in and starting choosing what I felt was a general cross section of songs I personally wanted to take a shot at, as well as songs I felt everyone could comfortably adapt to. All and all, I think I did a pretty good job as “DJ” Charrington. By far I remember the event as the highlight of the evening for me. I don’t pretend to even have a hint of singing talent, but pretending to—if for but a few hours—heightened the sense of escapism I find in the music I love to new realms without a doubt.


The remainder of the night was an “eat, drink and be merry” event at Jen’s house with all her friends. It reminded me so much of all the times I had spent at Adam Partridge’s house when he had all his “acquaintances” over. I didn’t really know anyone there, but it was safe for me to be among them regardless, since I happened to be buddies with the host. I remember striking several conversations with her friend Pawel as well as being the straight man for the bulk of Clay’s shenanigans. Jen had, of course, prettied herself up to impress her guests. It hardly needs to be said that I was intoxicated by her stunning beauty yet again, but all I could do was look and not touch. So… that’s all I did. 

I snuck away from the crowd a couple of times for my few moments of solitary reflection, as was my habit that dated back to my days in high school. Gazing into the moonlit streets around the city, I let my mind, which hummed from the effects of the alcohol and social activity that it was very inexperienced with, wander to many different places as I sat perched on the steps outside Jen’s townhouse. Only briefly did I allow it a brief stop in my bank of old memories before I had to collect myself up and rejoin the crowd. I wasn’t about to be caught by the likes of Clay in a state of emotional blubbering idiocy. He never would have let me hear the end of it. 

The late hours of the night saw Clay and Pawel passed out on Jen’s floor and myself with less than half a bottle of rum. Fear of becoming the third floor stooge made me ask one of Jen’s roommates to hide my rum from me for the rest of the night. With that wise decision made and everyone hitting their alcoholic “lows”, I pulled up some floor and slumbered off for the night.

There were no hangovers the next morning. I can remember Clay being ecstatic about how well the event had gone. While I wasn’t quite as overtly enthused as his boasting proved he was, I too regarded the time I spent with Jen at her party in Toronto very successful and memorable.

Clay and I had bid our old drama class friend a due and were on the road back to our hometowns. The ride home was not unlike every other conversation that my would-be older brother and I often shared when we chummed together in the halls of Northern. Clay Scott felt no shame in asking me about my personal life, and I felt no shame in sharing it with him. We discussed my writing and what he thought of some of the latest pieces I had produced. We reflected on some minor romances he was involved in at the time. Clay was even generous enough to divulge how proud he was at my maturity from the days of doing nothing but stirring in my self-pity after losing Jen. There was a better part of me that knew he was right and thanked him for it, but I still couldn’t bring all of myself to believe I was entirely worthy of such praise.

Despite this, the ride was heartwarming. It was fraternal bonding on a level I never really could find myself feeling with Eric or Adam Partridge. I remember smiling the whole ride home, even as I dropped Clay off and headed for Woodstock.

School continued as it often does. At the beginning of the term, Scott Doerr had told us “this semester goes by very fast”. I knew it would have been foolish not to believe him, but regardless, the end did approach, and I was faced by my newest monster: a four week internship at an actual postproduction company.

I had picked up enough from my mentor to know that there were no high standing, break-neck companies of the suggested profession in my part of the woods. One had to seek that kind of hefty workload in Toronto if they had any hope of success at the entry level.

Shaken to the core by the thought of simply being thrown into the mighty metropolis, I opted for something a little closer to home. At the time, I was ecstatic when Scott informed me of a place in London called Producer’s Post—where Scott had started his early days in—that would be willing to accept me. With that assurance in mind, I cleaved a victorious path through my remaining school assignments and waited anxiously for the internship to not only offer a more fulfilling and substantial workload, but possibly clue me in on my next move after school ended.

There were several companies in Toronto that Scott had arranged things so that my class could visit early in the semester for a first hand look at what the industry we were training for would look like. The places we visited were rich in all the shiny toys that made us all “ooh” and “ahh” over, and each was established with the degree of professionalism and creative opportunities we all thirsted for. Producer’s Post was not one of these places however. Aged and compacted in comparison to the leviathans we had seen, the tiny building on a city corner in downtown London was made up of two edit suites, two Mac computers, and a wall of tired machinery.

Feeling somewhat demoted from my place at Fanshawe, I resolved to make the best of the situation and put whatever effort was needed into the work I was given. However, the first week had already passed and no such work was even presented, save a few trivial tasks. Had I not brought my laptop with a few personal projects of my own along, there would have literally been nothing for me to do—at all.

I was given a couple projects to work on eventually, but I still couldn’t help feeling starved. I was seeking a challenge that wasn’t present. Had I dedicated so much of my time and invested so much of my concentration and hard work only to be pitted against one editing project that I finished in a single day but was given three weeks to work on? Was all the training in time management and client relationship I had undergone only to serve me by seating me next to a group of industry workers who, for the most part, regarded me only slightly more highly then some stray dog they could only keep themselves from flushing out into the streets through an unwilling obligation to a higher power?

In the end, Producer’s Post offered me an additional name or two to add to my resume, and that was it. When the four weeks was up, I was left on my own. Gone was the student, who had worked 16 years in order to come to a screeching halt. Now I was just Dan Charrington: Fanshawe College graduate with a diploma in Television Broadcasting, a certificate in Digital Post Production, and a handful of seemingly impressive awards and honors. It was all up to me now to find my own path into the future I had chosen for myself. Though emboldening, that thought had scared me enough early in the year when it was just a lingering possibility. The fact that it had surfaced into a firm reality was far more chilling then anything within my recent memory.

Summer 2005: Everything and Nothing Changes
The question that surly must be asked, both by myself at this point in my life and by you, dear reader, is simplistic yet carries with it a monumental amount of weight: what comes next?

School was finished, and for good this time. All the emotional jazz that comes at the end of every summer to returning students—all the Back-To-School sales and corny “you need to go back to school” remarks my mother used to shake her head and mutter at me when I was younger and really had the chance to appreciate my summer vacations—all of that stuff didn’t apply to me anymore. I was out of the circle of experiences, hardships, and life lessons that comes from student life.

There are some people I know, like Jen and Adam Partridge, who gasp their breath and shut their eyes in silent hope and anticipation at the idea of leaving the educational environment behind and stepping instead into the great big real world. As for me, while I never harbored any illusions of remaining a top ranking classroom achiever all my life, I wasn’t anxious to leave Fanshawe College behind. But of course, as Jen, Adam, Clay, my parents, and even Scott have all told me… we all have to move forward.

But where to? Again, that was the big question! My internship at Producer’s Post hardly opened any doors for me like I was hoping it would. So I was left on my own with nothing more than a somewhat decent resume and a couple of websites Scott had told me about, each one listing companies that I might try my luck at looking for work at. I had a pretty respectable demo reel with me as well, which I had assembled at Producer’s Post during my spare time. (Suffice to say, it was my main project for the majority of my time there.)

During the two weeks after my internship ended, I confided myself in my room. My escapism devices filled the time in between my somewhat futile attempts to look for work. My hunt for employment never really developed very much beyond the tedious task of spamming any company I could find an e-mail address for with cover letters, resumes, and the like. On the surface, it seemed I was doing the best I could, and was hindered only by the inconvenience of trying to get hired during the time of year in which, from what I was told, very few people in the post-production industry are hired. In reality however, I was just waiting for my handout. Perhaps I came away from my accomplishments in the college setting with the mistaken idea that my above-average academic track record was a get-into-work-free card that I need only present anywhere I chose. Obviously, such is never the case. “Hard work only leads to more hard work” as Josh had once told me.

Two weeks of e-mail spamming had passed with no replies save for the few appreciative returns I got from all the companies who were supposedly going to keep me on file, but weren’t looking to hire a kid fresh out of school at the moment. Discouragement—which Scott had advised me not to succumb to—was boiling within me. And despite it all, I could only blame my feeble efforts and myself.

I remained with my mother and Brian in Woodstock for the summer. The rule had always been to be out working if I wasn’t occupied with schoolwork. With the schoolwork permanently expunged from my schedule, both Brian and my mother had come down on me harder than ever about working. Their expectations, coupled with the dissatisfying results of my job hunt, finally broke my will to resist, and I agreed reluctantly to return to one of my previous summer jobs.

My first choice was Laidlaw. There was no doubt that regardless of where I was heading back to, I wasn’t going to like it. With this in mind, I opted for the biggest cash flow opportunity. When I discovered however that I wasn’t going to get the chance to head back to Laidlaw, my only other alternative was to return to Tim Horton’s. It’s a perplexing situation to be in when you are spared one evil in favor of another. A mind can very easily be torn between relief and frustration.

Most people don’t really need much time to answer when you ask them about experiences in their lives they wish they could erase from their memories forever. For the longest time, I held on to the frightful account of my grade-eight graduation ceremony, at which I was asked to speak in front of all my teachers, classmates, and their parents. I’ve never had too much of a problem with public speaking, but I had mistakenly figured I could wing this particular speech with little preparation. I stumbled a few lines out and went completely numb, and for the remainder of the night I was locked in a paralyzing grip of complete embarrassment.

Up until the day I returned to Tim Horton’s to ask for a minimum wage job I had only left a month earlier, that grade-eight graduation didn’t have much competition for the title of “worst memory”. Eric’s wise words, “it’s only temporary” were shut out completely when I agreed to begin working once again alongside high school kids, college drop-outs, and old ladies. In their stead, there sat only contempt.


So I had my full time hours at the busy highway service station once again. Brian and mom weren’t finished, however. My responsibilities outside work were more vigorously enforced upon me. I had chores around the house that I was required to do. This, I didn’t mind. One thing Tim Horton’s had defiantly taught me was that there is always—ALWAYS—undesirable work that has to be done. So I looked at all these extra tasks the same way I looked at my homework—the same way I looked at making up the work one of my co-workers had created by dragging their heels—the same way I looked at all the red tape and paperwork of life itself. These were all just things someone was telling me to do, so I had to do them. Whoever it was that was giving me these tasks and what I thought or felt about that person was irrelevant—I was still going to do the tasks. 


However, there was a lot of frustration that came along with all my jobs, whether it was from the Tim Horton’s customers and all their tedious mind changing and ridiculous expectations or from Brian and his unnecessarily aggressive assertions. All of it was never enough to keep me from doing what was required of me, but bottling up all that irritation behind the mandatory customer service smile and the unchallenging demeanor I dawn when facing my elders made my summer days less than memorable.


So the summer dissolved into days where I either traveled to the service station for eight-hour shifts, or stayed at home and crossed the items off of my chores list one by one. The work at home wasn’t very important or interesting, so I skimmed through it all with my headphones on. When it came to working at Tim Horton’s, once again the pacing had accelerated with the arrival of vacation season. I was a little more prepared for it this time around however, but that didn’t stop it from being any more exhausting on a daily basis.


A lot of the faces I had left behind when I went to Producer’s Post were there when I got back. I knew that the management and higher ups were more than happy to have a punctual, reliable worker bee like me back on the schedule. As for my once again co-workers, at first I received a lot of bewildered reactions. “How could you come back to this?” they would all ask me. I can remember I would make up excuses that sounded a lot more justifiable than “nobody else will hire me”, but in the end, that was really what it came down to.


While the turnover rate for fellow grunts was so high I can hardly remember all the comers and goers that I worked beside during the summer, I do remember most of the supervisors and management members that worked with us.


Kelly Hawkins had the most seniority of the shift leaders, as well as having the most popularity points. I don’t know if it was because of the fact that she was closer to my age than most of the kids and old ladies that I worked with or because she was one of the hardest workers in the entire service station, but Kelly and I got along really well together. While all the teens were going back and forth about high school exams and all the day shift women were always gossiping about their families and their kids, Kelly and I stood as the only mid-twenties employees who couldn’t really relate to either group. What this all amounted to was that Kelly really never had to worry about me, because she knew I was going to do my job and not try to sneak away to chatter with the others, and I always knew my shift was going to slide along more comfortably when she was on duty. Yeah, I think it’s safe to say I had a lot of respect for Kelly.


I had a lot of respect for Heather too; though I don’t think I could ever bring myself to admit it while holding a straight face. Heather was an older woman, though there was very little feminine about her. She was gruff and came off sort of like a female truck driver. She wasn’t mean though. I can hardly ever remember her really losing her temper to the point it pushed her beyond a state of mild annoyance. Sure she got stressed and lashed out now and then, but no more than anyone else who worked at our lovely area of employment.


I always found it hard to take a job like Tim Horton’s seriously. Heather didn’t seem to agree with me though. She was always focused on the job, and in terms of employees I think she probably saw me as one of the best of the bunch. The above average work ethics I demonstrated in lieu of my apathy often impressed her, and it was easy for me to make her laugh uncontrollably with my occasional examples of witty remarks and sharp-tongued musings. Personally, I found that doing what I could be in good company with her was the easiest way to avoid having to deal with her often-brusque attitude, which had made her somewhat unpopular with the other employees.


Now the third supervisor was Adam Stewart. He was the newest and least liked of the three. He was mildly incompetent with his duties, and he had a very hard time commanding respect from us drones as well as the other supervisors. Though he was constantly barking orders, nobody really paid attention to them. His sense of humor was stale and seemed on par with a fourteen year old, despite also being in his twenties. 


In spite of all this, I did my job to the best of my abilities when Adam was on duty anyway. Eventually I won over his respect just as I had done Heather’s through my unconditional obedience and willingness to tolerate his faults. He certainly didn’t have mine in return however—at least not to the same degree Kelly and Heather did.


Nothing developed as the summer days continued to roll by. It wasn’t until Jen mentioned my birthday party casually one night while we were chatting that I finally had something to think about. At first I was skeptical about trying to uphold what I thought to be an aged and retiring tradition, but luckily Jen’s encouragement pushed me to go through all the motions anyway. I sent out a series of feeler e-mails out late April and by mid-June, all the preparations were made.


This year the festivities were going to happen on my home turf, much like I had wanted it to happen the year before. Though I knew it was inconvenient for everyone to make the trip to such an out of the way place like where I lived, I was looking forward to having all my old friends visit me in what had to be the most comfortable setting for me.


On the day of my party, I met Jen at the train station in Woodstock. The act carried a hint of nostalgia, but I didn’t get all choked up about it. I was just glad to see a warm and familiar face once again. Soon the rest of the group from Sarnia showed up in Niall’s big red van. Once everyone arrived and the evening had gotten underway, it was like nothing had changed.


The idea of a group of early-twenties people partying in an empty house with the parents away brings to mind what must seem like an endless list of stereotypical mental images. But our parties weren’t like that. I can’t speak for everyone that was there, but I do know that the majority of us are not huge partygoers. The evening was far more casual than one might expect. I suppose as far as college or university parties go, ours was pretty tame. But that was fine with me. As always, I was content to have my friends with me once again. There was no need to worry about useless things like having the police show up or someone getting sick or fights breaking out and property getting damaged. If that sort of thing marks a “good” party, then let louder, more headstrong, rambunctious people of the world deal with it. We were just enjoying the company of friends we all hadn’t seen in a while.


I suffered through watching everyone leave once again, but not before collecting yet another video tape full of footage to work on. I had been itching for a personal project to work on ever since I had learned the art of DVD authoring during my time at Producer’s Post, and I immediately started work on my annual birthday video project.


A mind like mine is never truly at ease, but I loved having a million ideas for what I could do for my little projects swimming around upstairs blocking out all of the less than desirable things I often spend more time worrying about than could possibly be healthy. Traveling through every movie, commercial, sports promo, and video game intro I could think of, I scribbled a dozen ideas for the look and feel of my newest project. It had to be something that would outshine all my other projects, but it also had to be doable in a reasonable amount of time. I couldn’t very well spend a whole year on one project; not only would I lose interest in it eventually, but I knew that there were people out there that wanted to see it.


Lost for days and weeks in front of my little laptop, I worked and worked night after night trying to flush out the ideas from my head onto the screen. And amidst all the brainstorming, designing, redesigning, rendering, re-rendering and re-re-rendering, I discovered a state of Zen like purity. The music I listened to while I worked was so much better, and if someone came online while I was working, I was eager to approach him or her positively and with enthusiasm. 

While “art” has evolved with newer technology and definitions, the reason for art is as primal and pivotal as it was when it was simply cave drawings. It has always been the result of mankind’s need to create, and what I spent the better part of three months creating ended up being one of my greatest achievements. The DVD was finished in early October, and although the recipients offered me only my due gratitude, I was proud of my accomplishment to a degree far beyond what I had ever reached with any other project for either my schoolwork or my person life. And from that pride I realized that the creation of tangible, packaged, visual, audible entertainment signals was my true calling. It held the exact and precise unison of creativity and technicality that the mind my father and mother had given me craved, and was also the perfect storage medium for keeping in tact the memories I had learned on my own to cherish.

Sadly, as the summer days became shorter, fewer members of the great big worker world were willing to offer me the chance to earn my living and place in this life doing what I now knew I loved doing. I looked towards the beginning of the upcoming school year in a way I had never done before. As a kid, the return of school life was tedious. It wasn’t until I was half way through my career as a high school student that I began to finally appreciate it all. Once I got to the college level, I was even anxious to return to the halls of learning. But now, there was nothing. The Labor Day weekend simply marked another busy holiday weekend serving coffee and sandwiches for me, like the dozens of others that had come before it that summer.

I didn’t pine for having outgrown school to the same degree I had over moving away from Sarnia or having lost Jen. If I were to be generous, I’d say that there was a possibility I had even outgrown that kind of behavior. But then again, fear has a way of numbing your senses towards even the most monumental of changes. And with nothing ahead of me but an unwritten and uncertain future, I guess it’s no surprise that I had quite my share of fear.

Toronto—Global Television: The Flow


It probably isn’t healthy for me to admit that I am something of a loner, but it isn’t entirely inaccurate either. I think of myself as a creature of habit and routine. While spontaneity does add spice to life, there is a degree of security hidden beneath the knowledge of what each day or week will have in store for me.


My summer days wasting away in Woodstock, while routine to an unbelievably mundane degree, lacked this security for some reason. As a result, I fell into yet another slump. However, my routines were soon going to take a mighty turn.

I had kept in contact with my professor, Scott Doerr, and used him as a resource for the duration of my weak attempt at job hunting. However, it wasn’t until he actually approached me with an opportunity that things finally were set in motion. I received an e-mail from Scott informing me that there was an opportunity available for entry level positions as junior VTR Operators at Global Television in Toronto. 

As I had done numerous times in the past, I simply forwarded my resume via e-mail to the contact that Scott had provided me. This opportunity seemed no more or less prosperous in writing as any other I had sifted through, so I gave it little thought and even less hope. The ease and comfort I always feel behind the mask of e-mail communication made the task effortless.


A few days later, I received a responsive phone call from Cindy Boyd, one of the supervisors in the operations department at Global Television. She informed me that I was eligible for an interview. 


I remember feeling the twinges of hesitation as I accepted her offer and scheduled my interview. However, the looming burden of continuous failure I had suffered in the previous weeks did a good job of snuffing them out. I’d even go so far as to say that there was no “desire” whatsoever to either accept or decline such an opportunity. I literally felt that I had absolutely no choice but to pursue it. I knew if I declined, mom and Brian would make my life unbearably frustrating. As well, I held no illusions about beginning my actual career in the television industry anywhere but at the ground floor, and a VTR operator is about as close to the ground as it gets.

Eventually the day came and I made my way to the big city, once again utilizing my mother’s vehicle in order to aid me. My interview was scheduled early in the afternoon and I found Global Television far ahead of time as usual. This gave me ample time to sit and stew about how nervous I was.


Global Television was a far cry away from the companies I had seen on my tours during college. Those companies all sat in the downtown area, surrounded by worn-down urban settings and lifestyles that were unbearably frightening to me at the time. Global however was in a much calmer, greener part of northern Toronto. Nevertheless, I couldn’t help but feel surrounded by this strange, alien metropolis.


My interview was with a man named Mark Bonke. While senior to me by several decades, Mark reminded me in appearance of what my grandfather Robert (grandpa Bob as I used to call him as a kid) might have looked like in the times before I had ever known him. I never could have imagined my dear grandpa Bob to be as straightforward and procedural as Mark Bonke was. His interview with me took a serious tone that I met with as much honesty and confidence as I could muster. In the end, however, I knew that much like every other job interview I had been in, the outcome of this one was going to be just like a bee sting—it was either going to happen, or it wasn’t.

With my interview over, I was left with the rest of my day, a near full tank of gas, and all of Toronto to explore. These were the days when my exploration cravings were still mired in the mud of anxiety though, so instead, I sought out more familiar territory.


Fate had driven my old high school friends to many different parts of southern Ontario. Only three of them had ended up in Toronto: Jennifer, Drew and Niall. Luckily for me, Niall was aware of my little visit and saw it much like I did—an opportunity. I carved my path through the foliage of cars and muggy air towards Niall’s part of town. This was the Toronto I had seen in the past: a thick urban population stuffed into narrow streets and decaying buildings. Yet among all this unnerving unfamiliarity, I found my friend once again.

Niall had situated himself in the basement of a house on a tiny narrow street in downtown Toronto. I remember thinking, upon entering his home, how suitable it was for a guy like Niall. While “spacious” would never come to the minds of even the most forgiving observer, there was room enough for everything an early twenties guy like Niall might have needed. And like always, the clown of our old group was more than willing to share whatever room he didn’t have with a friend.

Later that evening, Niall took me on a trip on the subway lines back up to the part of town I had my interview at. It was here that we met up with another of our old companions: the lovely Miss Wynne.

This was not my first visit to Jen’s home with her roommates in Toronto. I had been there for her birthday earlier that year. But this time there were no cakes to be served, presents to be opened, or pants to be lost. This time it was just “hanging out at Jen’s”. The three of us caught up and both Jen and Niall were spirited about my possible employment opportunities. I of course could only add ruin to the mix by once again playing the pessimist, but regardless, we had a good visit.


I crashed at Niall’s for the night and made my way back to Woodstock the following day. By the time that week had ended, I received word once again from Global. The offer had been put on the table and the ball was in my court. My chance to start a career in Toronto lay before me, and the decision making was once again as automatic for me as drawing breath. When you are driven to believe your alternative choices are non-existent, it makes the only one you have very easy to make.

I was fortunate that Mark was willing to give me whatever time I needed to get relocated, and I put the word in at Tim Horton’s that I was moving on to bigger and better things. I am sure there were very few hearts broken at a job that has one of the highest turn-around rates known, and I for one already didn’t miss the place after driving away from it after my last shift. Everyone has stories to tell of their first fast-food job—now I had mine!

My fortune didn’t stop there however. Mom and Brian were willing (and probably more than anxious) to help get me situated in Toronto. The three of us made the trip down one weekend with a mission to find me an apartment. My mother had determination enough for the three of us to see that I had one by the time we left, and in the end I guess that paid off. Spiraling outward from Global’s location, we hit several different apartment buildings in the area. After several less than impressive viewings, we finally found a small apartment on the fourth floor of a building within walking distance of the station. With Brian’s help, I managed to iron out an arrangement with the building’s somewhat absentminded landlord.

My apartment was a one-bedroom corner unit. I remember thinking that the amount of space I had just made available to myself was probably more than I needed, but this was hardly a deterrent from accepting what was essentially my first bachelor pad. I couldn’t begin to compare it to the house I had been living for the past three years, but it seemed clean and comfortable enough for me. Speculation even surrounded the idea that having such nice new accommodations solely at my disposal would turn me from the recluse I had been for so long into a more social character. However all of that remained speculation and nothing more.

I made the final move in mid-October of 2005. At last I was out on my own. I half expected moving day to end with a floodgate of tears from mother, but in the end, Brian and mom drove off and I was on my own, once again. You might think it either hit me all at once or that it sank in over time. The truth is I had spent a lot of time on my own as a kid and teen. There were a lot of nights in Sarnia when I went to bed long before dad had made it home from work, or weekends in Woodstock and Ingersoll when my folks had gone away and left me to mind the house. Being by myself was nothing new for me. I knew there would be times when I would become lonely, but for the moment, I was good. You might also think that there were cheers of liberation and freedom having finally struck out from under the roof of my parents. I’d have to disagree though. I had enjoyed some of the happiest days of my youth under my dad’s roof and advice, and had nothing but academic success with the support of my mother. It was those days that I would rather have resting on my shelf, than in my closet.

I had one day to myself before I started working at Global Television. I tried to gain my bearings on this day, walking the circuit around my neighborhood and getting a feel for what was where. The walk to work wasn’t anything more impressive than what I had made each day to and from Northern in Sarnia. I no longer had driving capabilities, but considering where I lived now, I didn’t miss them. I had no desire to drive in Toronto, and the gas and maintenance money I was now saving had better places to be spent anyway.

So came the first day working in an actual television station. There was a surprise waiting for me before I had even gotten past the lobby. Imagine how surprised I was to find sitting in one of the chairs on my first day but the young Carolyn Shelby from my days at Fanshawe College. Carolyn was also starting at Global, and it seemed that the final farewell we had given each other on our last day of classes back before the summer had started was premature. 


Carolyn and I had only a few minutes to catch up before Mr. Bonke once again had us in his office, outlining all of the first-day material one goes through on their first day at a new job. It then came time to jump into the machine room. 

My job as a VTR operator, in a nutshell, was to operate what would seem to most as far more complex and sophisticated VCRs in a broadcasting environment. I was responsible for recording any shows that were being sent to us from other companies via satellites and the like, as well as send material to them. There was also a heavy amount of duplication and dub work to be done in the room.


As hesitant and scared as I was when I first stepped up to the tills at Tim Horton’s this was an entire new dimension of panic I had never known. There were literally thousands of switches, buttons, screens and panels before me, and at first glance, I began to think I had stepped into the control room of a spaceship.


My “training” essentially was non-existent. Basically I was partnered with an experienced operator and expected to be shown the ropes. However, for my first few days and indeed several of the weeks that had followed, I was mortally horrified every time I stepped into that room. It took a very long time for me to even grasp the most basic ideas and procedures of the room. And the speed at which the work in that room operated was something that made Tim Horton’s look like growing vegetables. 

I had been broken down on the inside only a few times in my life. In the past, it had often been the actions of someone else that had shattered me deep enough that you could tell by looking at me how I felt. However, this fear—this panic that had rushed to meet me before I could have ever expected it—was stronger than I was. I remember sitting in my new apartment, staring into the space that I now had all to myself, and being so terrified the tears shook from my cheeks. It was the first time in my life that I was completely certain that I had gotten in over my head, and was destined to fail. Success had come so naturally to me in the past, but it had always been in my sight as I started towards it. This was different though. My survival was depending on me being able to do what was needed of me, and I honestly did not think I could do it.

My fear and doubt had taken a hold of me and nearly suffocated all of the optimism out of me. However, I was not going to give up. I was almost certain that failure was where I was headed, but had that been true I still to this day believe that the only thing I could have done to make things any worse was to turn tail and run, even if it was away from the failure.

I wanted so badly to choose a different path—a different life—after that first week, but I couldn’t. There is no unchoosing one’s choices in life. A rafter sees his fork ahead and picks either left or right. He has the power and the right, no matter how fast or hard the current is, to make that decision. But when the fork has passed and the path has been started down, there is no turning back. The currents are too strong to try and go back. The rafter must now follow the current and await his next chance to find the path he wants to take. So this is what I did. As much as I hated myself for my choice, I went with the flow and promised to do the best I could. 

It would be ludicrous for anyone to try and learn something as technical as a video machine room without guidance, so there were a few co-workers along with me in the tape room.


The first person I met on my first day was Adam Lytle. A fellow Fanshawe graduate from several years before me, Adam was maybe five or six years my senior. If it can be said that my respect for the people I worked with came from how much I could learn from them as well as how much they were willing to help me learn, then I believe it is fair to say Adam had more respect from me than any other employee at Global. Adam was seasoned, proficient, and highly professional. I began to admire him almost immediately, and took whatever opportunity I could to learn from him.


As much as I respected Adam for his professionalism and mentorship qualities, Mark Harper was the first person I met at Global to really treat me as a fellow human being. The “lost-dog” syndrome I had experienced at Producer’s Post during my internship was somewhat alive in the atmosphere at Global when I had first started. More than anything, I felt like I was in the way and only slowing things down for the people I was working with. But Mark was the first person to slowly get a feel for who I really was. He would probably kill me if I were to refer to him as “old” so instead we’ll say he was a “seasoned” employee in the field.

Mark had a lot of the truck-driver gruffness I remember seeing in people like my stepfather Brian and his friend Mark Gowdy. And much like these two mentor figures in my life, Mark had a lot of advice for me—some of it sincere, and some of it just guy buddy talk. I enjoyed working with him simply because of how easy going he was.


The remainder of the crew I worked with was neither as professional as Adam nor as comfortable to work with as Mark; however I did what I could to get along with everyone. Over time the procedures and technical know-how of the room came to me. Much like at Tim Horton’s, it was the repetitiveness of the work that allowed me to pick it up so fast. This, I now realize, has to be the case, for like a young green soldier treading through a mine field, I couldn’t help but submit to the urge to want to crawl as slow and carefully through each job as I could. It took me at least three months or so to finally stabilize myself enough to even consider myself capable of being a decent operator.

I spent the time I had outside work on my own adapting ever so slowly to living in the big city. I lived a great distance away from the monsters of Toronto’s downtown area, and was content with how close all the necessary stores and shops I needed were to me. In a way, my first move out on my own was coated with a substantial layer of good fortune. I had everything I needed within walking distance, including my job, and felt safe and comfortable where I lived.


You might be asking yourself if I ever got lonely being on my own all the time. Given the kind of person I had chosen to be in the years leading up to my move to Toronto, you might even expect me to have turned into an overemotional drama queen, drowning in puddles of self-pity each Friday and Saturday night I sat at home with no plans. My only response to such theories is that of agreement. Many weekends came and went my first winter living by myself where I could only sit before the screens that held my keys to escapism. 


The grind of the work week slowly became the salt constantly being poured into the old wounds of my social apathy. Granted it wasn’t construction or high demand bureaucracy work, but nevertheless my job involved being alert, responsive, observant and on my feet for eight hours at a time. At the end of the day, I often came home exhausted and in no condition to pursuit any attempts to contact others, engage in anything creative, or even dedicate any significant amount of attention to anything! I would go to work, come home, relax in front of my games and shows for a time, and then repeat the process until the work week had ended.

This rut that I had gotten into was the kind of thing most young students promise themselves they will avoid as they grow up. I have never really been one for idealism so I never made that promise to myself. My focus was on survival, and if that meant I had to become a working stiff, I was willing to accept that. In retrospect however, I did have a full time entry level job in my chosen field. It took forever for this positive concept to really sink through my rather thick skull, but over the months of the winter it did help to turn what I felt was a work-a-day rut into the flow of a young worker’s early life.

Soon it came time for traditions to once again be upheld. The holiday season was one of my first big chances to return to more familiar grounds away from the big city and focus on enjoying the company of my old friends.


Clay Scott held an annual Christmas party that nearly topped his previous one. It was everything in me not to swell up with tears seeing all my old friends enjoying themselves once again under one roof. Clay especially hadn’t lost his fraternal attitude, and the two of us shared many a story of our lives since the last time we had met. Though separated by time and space, I never lost sight of how much a big brother like Clay can mean to a shy guy like me, and in the small hours of the night, with all the guests gone and the keg nearly drained, Clay and I had our moments of bonding that were fueled by a great deal of beer, and whole lot of friendship, and possibly something, as Clay would say, “from beyond”.

The holidays ended early for me that year since I now had a job that required me to work on all the days everyone else had off. Since I already had the chance to be with my friends and family, it really didn’t bother me that I was working Christmas Day and Boxing Day and so on. They were just boxes on a calendar to me.


The flow of the winter season picked up again and I returned to my routines. It wasn’t until the late winter months began that I really started to open my eyes to the city around me. I began going for walks around my neighborhood and also venturing downtown. I sought out Jen’s advice for sightseeing, such as it was, since I knew she was far more familiar with the downtown scene than anyone else I could ask. In fact, there were a lot of Toronto lifestyle questions I chose to ask her about. It was comforting to know that although we only got together socially on rare occasions, she was still someone I could ask for advice.

So I began wandering the streets of Toronto on my days off. There were times when I had something specific I was looking for and others when I just wanted to be out and about. As a kid, my parents had taken me to a lot of malls in the London area. I always enjoyed just being able to walk around and look at stuff through windows and doors, regardless of whether or not I was really interested in them. Now years later, I like to think of downtown Toronto as just a really large outdoor mall.


At long last the snow and ice finally melted away to warmer days, and I found that while the flow of work had kept me stabilized and at times somewhat stagnated, there were events happening after hours as well. Jen was kind enough to invite me to a few parties she held at her home. Her university friends all seemed to get along with me fine, and I with them, due to our having met at several of her parties in the past. There was also Adam Partridge’s birthday party in late April, at which I had made an appearance as “the camera guy” yet again. While Jen’s parties were highly social and comfortable, Adam’s were more “guy” parties—lots of booze, swearing, passing out, loud music, hitting on women, and hiding in shame at the video footage that came later. With Clay and Adam beside me, I think it was safe to say that Adam’s birthday was a very successful and fun event. Clay, of course, is a party by himself, and with that much beer in him he was quick to turn on the big brother bonding character as the two of us staggered home through the dark and peaceful streets of our hometown.

Though few and far between, these memorable events did a good job of balancing out my daily grind. It took months but eventually I began to see my life evolving from being a “loner that lived with others” to simply “living with myself”. It had its blessings true enough. I wasn’t spending a huge amount of money and I did manage to develop a habit of saving a bit of it here and there. And the quiet stillness I found myself in on many occasional moonlit nights instilled in me a sense of content I’m not sure I had ever felt before. Though it bordered on apathy, I found this increasingly casual acceptance of whatever the days and nights brought forward charming and very convenient. It didn’t have the lasting downer effect of my days of self-pity nor did it sting with anything as pedestrian as getting frustrated waiting in line at the bank or getting an incorrect order from the deli. It was simply the one-day-at-a-time flow of things that I just happened to ease into.

Of all the wonders of nature, a river that flows along a single straightforward path is of the least likely sort. While I was complacent with drifting down the trail I had now become comfortable with, I knew that time would never allow it to continue such as it was indefinitely.

Summer and Winter 2006: The Boost


It may be considered by most to be a pessimistic point of view to believe that the sustainment of a comfortable normality in someone’s life is never, at any time, expected to be permanent. However time had laid out a route for me that would definitely prove to be a strong case for such ideas.

As my days at Global Television were steadily becoming more and more manageable, things took a twist. The company, a monstrous machine of which I was a very small cog in, was making changes. Their biggest one (in regards to myself at least) involved uprooting their entire broadcasting department and moving it from Toronto to Calgary. This would mean that all the master controls and VTR departments would be going along with it.


As a safety precaution, I never let the fear of a scenario like this ever escape my mind. I always kept it tucked away near the back safely under a stack of other worries in the closet where I also hung my anxieties. I think that was what kept me from completely shattering under the stress of being essentially right back where I started half a year prior. This isn’t to say I didn’t have a big worry on my mind though. Nobody like me simply shrugs that sort of thing off like I saw many of the more experienced people I worked with do.

The option of moving to Calgary was never presented to me directly. From whispers around the campfire I understood that it was an option for those who wanted to seek it. None of that matter to me though. It was a big enough step for me to make it to Toronto. I hadn’t even gotten any roots in the ground, so I wasn’t eager to just pick up and sever myself more permanently from the few friends and family I had nearby by moving halfway across the country.

Instead I returned, once again, to that tired and ultimately frustrating quest for the illusive job interview here in the big city. Having a little bit of ammunition on my resume this time around did little to improve the results of my efforts though. The rejections and ignored calls were just as abundant and sugar-coated with professional courtesy as they had been in the summer before.


The biting frustration was something I wasn’t new to, and at least this time I had an industry job to keep me distracted rather than making coffee and sandwiches all day, so that seemed to make the days move along a little smoother. It wasn’t until a few months before Global’s big move that another almost storybook twist came about.

Many of the people I worked with at Global were in the same situation as I was, and the station managers were quick to post opportunities that came to their knowledge in an effort to help us out. Many of the postings I read were well beyond my scope of experience, not to mention my interests. This is not to say I didn’t try for them, I just did so with very little expectations until I learned of Mijo.


Mijo was a company looking for a VTR operator, which is essentially what I was, for permanent full time work. The monsters in my head kept me from getting overly excited about this one, however I figured if there was one post on the whole wall that I had the best chance at, that post would be the one. So I went through the motions.


I got the call for an interview at Mijo midway through June. It was one of two calls I gotten that week, however it was the only confirmed interview I had received all summer. The second was a proposed “discussion” I was going to have with another employer about what I was looking for and so on. But this was an interview—something solid that I could stand on. Perhaps it was desperation or maybe it was just this idea of having something written in ink rather than chalk. Either way, I went for it.

My first interview was with Zeus Chrysanthou, the manager of audio/video services at Mijo. Later I would be called back for a second interview with Erik Van Zetten, the director of the same department. My first impressions of both were typical of the many interviews I had had in the past. They were just industry veterans and I answered their questions nervously but to the best of my ability. My second interview also included a small practical test involving one of the many machines I had used at Global countless times in the past. Needless to say I had no problem with that.


Relief did wash over me when Erik offered his hand at the end of the interview and told me I had gotten the job, but I was too nervous at the time to recognize it. What came eventually was not excitement for achieving something, but more like the relaxing and painful release of tension one feels when they manage to avoid a wreck on the highway.

Having secured my grip on the next branch, I felt very little hesitation in letting go to the one I had been hanging to for a little less than a year. I am sure that the seasoned pros at Global had seen their share of small time contract workers come and go. I was no different from the rest of them, and both parties were just as equally unmoved by the progression of events. As for the few people I worked closely with in the tape room, my relations with them tethered off after a few months, much like one would expect. I had new co-workers that were going to replace them though, so I once again gave it little regard.


The transition from Global to Mijo was jarring and nearly as uncomfortable as my first few weeks after moving to Toronto. The unfamiliarity of a new setup was an obstacle at first, but one I knew I could overcome. It was the scope of the job that had drastically grown. The tape room at Mijo, or “Duplication” department as it was called, was nearly three times the size of the small closet sized room I had been crammed into at Global at my best guess. There was far more equipment, much of which I had not seen or even heard of.

My first few weeks learning the tape room at Global had almost broken me, but at Mijo the technology wasn’t as daunting as it had been before. I at least knew some of the machines, and my work ethics were able to keep me afloat in that area. Working at Mijo had introduced me, however, to something Global had not prepared me for. That something was the attention to procedures.


Global was a television station that operated on such tight turnaround times and almost one hundred percent internal operations that there were times when the quality of the work had to suffer for the sake of getting it on the air at times. Mijo however was a company based on client work, and while there were still deadlines, quality was a much more important issue, at least with respect to my specific job. The work done in the duplication center was much more surgically fine tuned. I think it is safe to say that my major challenges the first few months at Mijo were remembering all the specific procedures, which all had their own individual set of exceptions, and were often updated and altered on a daily basis.


My co-workers were a scattershot mix of age and experience levels, much like they had been at Global. At the top of the seniority ladder were Bruce, Ivan and Ian, three guys who reminded me a lot of Mark Harper (which shouldn’t have surprised me as I found out later that Bruce and Ivan had worked with Mark in the past). These were industry veterans who all had what I called their “Dubber’s Edge”. Cynical, crass and experienced, these three had the seen-it-all mentality I had a hard time relating to as a rookie. The other two in the room with us were Wayne and Amanda. Both seemed closer to my age and often came off to me as having a younger mindset when they spoke and worked.

Now at the command of this rag-tag team of operators were Erik, Zeus and Jeffrey. Jeffrey was the nighttime supervisor, and within a week I came to regard him as the equivalent of what Adam Lytle had been at Global. Jeffrey Gendron was a tech-head who seemed to lack all the broadcast industry sharpness the other seasoned operators had. Cool-headed and informative, Jeffrey struck what I believed was a remarkably comfortable balance between professionalism and camaraderie within my department. I suppose it would be too flattering to say I considered him a strong mentor figure from the get-go. I guess I just have a thing for collecting maybe not father figures, but big-brother figures. Perhaps it’s a side effect of being an only child.


Zeus Chrysanthou was the manager of the department. A stout man in his mid-thirties, Zeus was quite possibly the one most responsible for reliving my anxieties about the room and the job. Though he carried a brutish authoritative manner, Zeus had a sense of humor and willingness to joke around that reminded me a lot of my friends Adam and Niall. This wasn’t a goof-off kind of behavior that undermined the job itself or the work that had to be done. Instead, what Zeus brought to the job for me every day was a sense that it was okay to make jokes and act silly now and then in an effort to keep the job from becoming to mechanical and tedious. Given how comfortable I was with that kind of situation, I think Zeus and I started off with a solid connection that only got better over time.

Finally, at the top of the food chain in my department, was Erik. Erik was also seasoned, perhaps more so than any of the other people I worked with. He had what seemed to me to be an infinite knowledge about all the equipment, procedures, and the industry itself.


I always saw one of two sides of Erik. At times, when all was well in the world and the department, Erik was much like Zeus: laid-back and willing to share stories and experiences, not to mention jump in with a joke here and there. He couldn’t help but let his age show at times, but that hardly stopped him from being “one of the guys”. The other side of Erik was the boss, or “the man” if you like. He was the principle in grade school, the rebellious teenager’s parents, and the officer outside your window. This was the side that rewarded your successes and “addressed” your mistakes. For me, both parts of this side were essential. Though I hold myself in somewhat high regards for my degree of discipline in certain parts of my life, I always find it necessary to have a guide. In some very unusual and transparent way, I probably would have felt less comfortable knowing that there wasn’t a leader like Erik behind the scenes, ready to confront me should I not keep up the status quo.

My first few weeks at Global had been nothing short of a nightmare, and as I started essentially from scratch once again at Mijo I feared the entire unpleasant experience would repeat itself. Though I was more familiar with the equipment, the workflow at Mijo was far more procedural and surgical than what I had been used to. With respect to that, I found myself once again beating myself up each day on the way home from work. However, I never let it stop me from going back to work the next day.

My work steadily improved after a few months. Naturally there were a few sit downs with Erik and Zeus regarding the initial mistakes that I made. While both assured me that I was doing well, I hated and feared every one of those meetings, and I still do to this day. It has always been in my nature to feel mortified whenever I learn that there is something—anything—about me that someone else disapproves of. In my early years, I would coward from bullies who took issue with my academic achievements as well as shy away from girls who weren’t impressed with my appearance and mannerisms. But when it came to my work ethics, which I pride myself on constantly, it struck a much deeper emotional chord for me.


I was back working again which was one of the larger pillars my life of stability rested on, so there were a lot of stresses relieved by that. My life at home altered very little during the transition. I still came home tired from work and looking to relax most nights, and on occasion I still hung out with a few of my friends from high school.

Drew, Niall and Jen occasionally dropped by for dinners, and a few times they even brought along friends of theirs. This was mostly the case for Drew, as he had an innate ability for meeting new people—most notably those kind of people you would never associate with a guy like him. I had known this about my old friend for some time now, but never did it surprise me more than when Drew introduced me to his latest girlfriend Julia in the late summer of 2006.


I couldn’t help but congratulate Drew on what I, as a fellow guy buddy, felt was quite the catch. Julia Johnston was a tall and slender beauty with tall off blond hair down to her neck. The stark contrast in height from her to Drew was the subject of much ridicule on Drew’s behalf, but like all things he took it in good humor. She had all the right curves in all the right places, and above all, a very lovely smile.
What also impressed me about Julia when I first knew her was her open and lively sense of humor. In the years that had passed, I had kept in contact with Jen and had done my best to remain in her favor as a friend. This meant catching up with her whenever I could and trying to cheer her up during her times of distress. Unfortunately Jen had far more distress in her extensive life as a university student than a few jokes every now and then could make up to her. While I know that she never harbored any notions of irritation towards me, most of my “cheer-up” tactics were met with pessimism and ultimately failure.
Julia was different however. She responded much more positively to Drew and I and our antics. Far less reserved than Jen or anyone else I had met for that matter; Julia was out spoken and very compassionate. In the time I spent with both her and Drew playing games at my apartment or watching movies at his, there was always a light and open atmosphere with lots of conversation and laughs.
So few of us really get the chance to meet someone we really connect with. Fewer still manage to hold on to that connection once we stumble over it. This was the case with my parents, myself and eventually Drew. Spirited people like Drew and Julia would inevitably butt heads over a few things now and then. However in their case, there was a bit too much too quickly happening. I made it a point not to involve myself in the details, but I do remember feeling for both friends, old and new. Drew had struck out in the past just like the rest of us all had, and there is no denying sympathy for that kind of sting. Not for an old friend.
I kept in contact with Julia after the whole ordeal in a wild contrast to my nature. I like to think that I was instinctively trying to keep what little bond I had with another lady friend intact. The truth was simply that Julia was someone who showed me attention, something I craved from other people my age. When starved of it, I often receded into my periods of loneliness and self-pity. This in turn lead to frustration, as I had been doing rather well for myself over the last year, what with moving out and getting another industry job so quickly. With such good fortune it must have been nothing short of totally unfair for someone in that kind of position to be so enveloped in their own small and petty grievances.

As the slow evenings churned away, our chatting slowly evolved into flirting, and Julia and I soon began to feel an attraction growing. To be honest, I could even say that it had been seeded in the weeks leading up to her breakup with Drew. I was quick to dismiss it without thought though, along with all the other thoughts I had had in the past about girls I had met who were already in a relationship. With the change of events came a change in my attitude; however I was still fully prepared for nothing at all to come of it. My interests were sparked, yes, but I just went with the flow as usual.


I invited Julia to my apartment for dinner shortly after her birthday in mid-September. Of course, a woman like Julia never left the house without looking her best, and when she wanted it to be, her best was enough to make any guy’s eyes catch fire. We enjoyed dinner and drinks and afterwards simply embraced each other’s company. Julia was a very physical person I soon discovered. Tickles and hugs seemed to come natural to her, and as an equally physical person myself, this made the evening that much more comfortable. She also had a lovely smile and a very pretty face. It’s always been in my nature to notice a woman’s face before anything else and there was no doubt that Julia had beautiful eyes, cheeks and lips. She stood nearly my height as well, which at times made some raise an eyebrow, but for the two of us, is was hardly an obstacle. If anything it only added to the connection. Julia was also slender and shapely too. Jen had been skinny to the point of almost being petite, but Julia was more filled out and I hesitate to say… “womanly”.

There came a point in the evening when I had let all hesitations stand aside. A hug eventually became a kiss. This was a much different first kiss than the small nervous high-school student peck Jen and I had shared on our storybook evening so many years prior. This was much warmer and far more emotionally invested. Every bit of coldness I could remember from my time spent alone in my apartment melted into the haze of my mind at that point. It was instinctively driven, rather than being a result of thought. And above all else, it felt great.

Julia’s reaction was not that of outright shock, and I speculate to this day that she may have had more insight into my intentions than even I had. She was, after all, more experienced with dating than I was. That aside, Julia and I enjoyed the remainder of the evening as more than what we had been when she arrived.

My thoughts soon focused on Drew in the weeks that followed our first date. My first inclination was that Drew would probably cast away any and all respect he had for me as a friend when he found out that I was dating his ex-girlfriend so soon after the two of them split up. I had heard a lot of gossip and guy-talk about how such a thing was considered immoral and unfitting for a friend to do, and very early on I promised myself not to take any exception to Drew’s reactions, whatever they may be. This wasn’t to say that I was intentionally preparing myself for Drew to just sever the friendship completely and never speak to me again. I was merely attempting to situate myself in some kind of moral middle ground where both my possible naivety and my beliefs were equally weighted. On the one hand, I suppose I had broken some kind of “guy-code” of honor for what I had done, but on the other hand, I was very happy for myself and I seemed to make Julia very happy as well.

If Drew did hold any contempt towards me, then I was never aware of it. Whether by coincidence or choice, Drew and I never really had a face to face about the issue. We just went on doing our usual thing like we had been doing since grade ten. There was no question though that Drew did have contempt for Julia and her likewise for him. There were clearly still some skeletons in the closet. However, much like my decision to abide by Drew’s opinion about me and my actions, I also told myself that I would not involve myself with whatever issues the two of them still had between each other. I wasn’t going to side with either party against the other. (Some may think of me as a coward for this kind of pacifism. They may be right, since confrontation is one of my biggest fears.)

I explained this to Julia early on in our relationship when she came to me for support against something Drew had said or done. I believe it may have been somewhat jarring for her to hear my decision. Whether or not she could understand it or ever fully agreed with it is not a question I can answer. Only she could.

I continued working into the fall and in mid-October, roughly a few weeks before I had moved to Toronto a year prior, I move again, this time within Toronto but closer to where I was now working. I was now in a small bachelor apartment not too far from Yonge Street, which was the long stretch of road that divided the central part of the city in half. Being closer to the subway meant the trip to and from work was easier and it also meant I could travel downtown to visit people like Niall, Jen and Julia easier. This was a big step in really solidifying Toronto as my “home” in my mind. I didn’t feel like I was out on the outer rim of the universe my friends all existed in any more.

Though considerably smaller than my last apartment, my new bachelor pad was what I thought to be the ideal size for me. It virtually amounted to a large bedroom with a kitchen and bathroom included, and that was all I needed. To call the recent shifts in my life, both in location and relationship status, a result of good fortune hardly does it justice. What I had experienced was a boost I had not expected.

My relationship with Julia moved along quickly. She had met my parents, and I hers. She had spent the holidays in Sarnia with me and my high school crew, and I had gone to Peterborough, her hometown, to visit with her family several times. Julia and I attended the Halloween party that Jen had invited us to as well. I found it hard to read Jen’s reaction when she found out I had started dating again but if I were to hazard a guess, I’d say surprise would probably not have been likely. Relief at not having to endure the subtle hints of self-pity I often coughed out may be a better deduction.

 Julia and I enjoyed movie dates, late night Guitar Hero sessions together, an active physical relationship and a lot of phone and computer chatter in between all of it. It was an amazing feeling to feel genuinely wanted by someone else again, and I ate up every bit of it. What was probably the best part was that Julia was finally making me understand my own virtues and the kind of positive attributes I had to offer as a person. Julia would say and do things that made me feel attractive, intelligent, and decent. Sometimes she would just say it right to my face, and other times it would just be how she would act around me that made me realize it.
It may have been all this unfamiliar and welcome comfort that slightly obscured my better judgment when it came to the early stages of the relationship I had just built, but we will get to that. As I said, Julia and I attended both Jen’s Halloween party and Jen’s Christmas party in Sarnia. Now I wouldn’t say it would be easy for anyone to just “fit in” with a group of high school friends who have been partying together on and off for several years, but one of the best things that I admired Julia so much for was her friendly nature when it came to people she didn’t know. In a party setting, anyone could get along with her, and she was always ready to join the fun, wherever it was. In a sense, Julia was a lot of things I was not when it came to being social, and I loved her for it.

My birthday party of 2006 stands out the least in my mind among the treasured parties I have had with my closer friends, and the Christmas party of 2006 leads only a short distance ahead of it. I try never to let the change in setting from Clay’s basement to Jen’s stand out as the main reason though. In fact, I try never to narrow it down to any one single reason at all. There just seemed to be a little less of that special “it” that I’m always trying to get on camera. Nevertheless, I wouldn’t have traded any part of it for anything, and once again, it made yet another sensational video project.
Julia made me realize more about myself than I had thought possible in the following winter months: understandings that had I known before she and I had become “us”, I might have directed myself down the path a little differently. Julia was idealistic and free-spirited, and seeing that in her made me realize my own passive nature and resistance to anything that could potentially threaten any stable part of my life. Julia was strong willed and wasn’t intimidated by the judgment of others, and hearing her all fired up about someone who had annoyed her in a crowded store or some mother whose children weren’t behaving again made me reflect on how much I hadn’t changed since my grade school days when it came to the fear of others feeling distain or even hostile towards me.
Above all else, Julia had quickly fallen in love with me. She used to tell me that she had never met someone so kind or generous in her life, and I think that went a long way in building me up as a good person in her mind. She would try her hardest never to speak the three fragile words though because until she knew I could return them, she wouldn’t dare risk it. But I could see it in her eyes. I had seen it once before, and a despite everything that has been said about them and their wilds, a woman’s eyes are an easy read for me.

There are two reasons why I eventually distanced myself from her affection, and inevitably ended the relationship altogether. The first is rather selfish, and despite anything Clay might have to say, I still can’t help feel a sinking in me when I reflect on it: I had grown up essentially by myself, and spent a lot of my darker moments in life coping with them in my own way. A creature of solitude like me will always find solace in privacy and familiar environments. Julia was quick to replace all of that with a different comfort that inevitably ended up bordering more so on intrusive than on soothing. It is possible that it may have all been just another case of “too much too soon”, and that a middle ground may have been more appealing to me, but at the time, I didn’t see how to reach it.

My second reason was less selfish and more self-righteous, though I will leave it to you to decide which sounds shallower. As I said, Julia was a beautiful creature who sought out the good in everything she could. She spoke often of her dreams and plans for her future in the performing arts, as well as adventuring around the world. It always made me smile to hear these wonderful things from her; however behind the smile I knew that these dreams were hers and not hers and mine. There was never any doubt in my mind that she could do and become everything she wanted to, but not with me and my stubborn addiction to stability weighing too heavily on her. I just didn’t want to anchor down such a free spirit. It seemed unfair to her.
The breakup was bittersweet; although this time I wasn’t the one fighting back the tears. Julia went on the attack quickly, asking me all the hard questions to which I recall having what must have sounded like very weak answers to. In the end, I said my fiftieth apology, and walked away.
The weeks that followed were a return to the status quo for Julia and me. I returned to my womb of solitude, complacent in my arrogant beliefs that I was back where I wanted to be. Although as hurt as I am sure she was, I knew Julia would bounce back, but I didn’t expect it so quickly. She was dating again not more than a few months afterwards, and she and I continued to keep in contact and even hang out now and then.

Jen had proven to me that an ex-girlfriend could become a friend again, so I went with the flow as usual and whenever Julia wanted to hang out, I was okay with it. In these weeks that followed, it was still apparent that though the relationship had ended, the attraction was still lingering. My resolve was once again to allow wherever the days took me to come and go, and for a short time it led me to some sweet times and memorable evenings with Julia before it eventually dissolved away completely.

I would say that I was back to where I started, but I won’t. There were too many lasting impressions Julia Johnston had left on me that had actually stuck. I never lost that small boost she had spent months pumping up inside me about my attractive behavior and kind nature. There was also a warmth about her. You could sense it fill a room when she laughed and feel it radiate off her body as you stood or lied next to it. It’s like a mother’s warmth, and nights have come and gone where I’ve found myself aching for something as powerfully gripping to share in the night as that warmth.
The winter ended and the calendar pages turned. My focus was once again mainly on getting through work each day and enjoying my private sanctuary each night. I speculated briefly, now and then, on how much time would pass before old demons of loneliness and solitude would come out of hiding. For the time being though, the dust had settled and there was stillness.
