Thursday.19.September.2009:

The alarm went off at 3:45 AM, and the cats commenced crying immediately. Not that the alarm upsets them, but rather that it is a sign for food, like Pavlov's bell. So i crawled out of bed and stumbled to the kitchen, where i put food on the plates for them. Then i slouched into the bathroom to pour ice cold water over my head, a good wake up measure.

Then it was time for Cheerios with soy milk, and the last cold cup of coffee in the maker: the breakfast of travelers. The bag had been packed the night before, but still i checked it again: extra pair of jeans, shorts, boxers, socks, aftershave, razor, webcam, myriad charging cables -- toothbrush! I went and brushed my teeth, then threw the toothbrush and toothpaste into the bag and zipped it up. No cat tried to climb in this time, which is unusual, so i went to check on them. They were all sprawled in their usual spots in the main room of my condo in their usual post-feeding time comas, round fuzzy bellies heaving contentedly. Best to make my escape while they are distracted.

So out the door and start walking, a mere hour after waking up. At the end of Adair Street, i realized that putting on a shirt over my t-shirt was a mistake: September mornings are still very muggy in Atlanta, and i was sweating up a storm. I stopped briefly to remove the shirt and sling it over my shoulder bag, and during the pause i noticed how eerily quiet it was. There was no traffic on Howard, a major road, and none on College, its parallel sibling on the south side of the train tracks. There was no train, but that is not unusual. As i continued my walk, slightly less sweaty, i marvel at the dim silence. It is all the more shocking when it broken by the howl of cats fighting.

Seems that one of the little tuxedo cats from down Drexel Avenue had ventured into the yard of a big, long-haired tortie on the corner. The longhair chased the smartly dressed cat down the street, hissing and howling, but stopped where its domain ended at the corner. The tuxedo crossed the street and sat on the water drain cover grooming while it watched me and the tortie. The tortie could care less about me and my luggage.

But that was as close as i got to excitement on my walk. It took about 15 minutes to get to the East Lake MARTA station. As soon as i thought, "I should make the first train", one shot by me as i walked the road parallel to the tracks. Of course.

And of course, once i did get onto the MARTA concourse, my Breeze Card was empty, so i had to spend time adding one round trip to it. Then down to the tracks, where i waited with the other sleepy people, mostly young African-Americans wearing logo shirts for assorted fast food places -- off to work early. I do not envy them, getting up so early to man a deep fryer. I guess someone has to do it.

I pulled the Zune out, thinking it was time for some tunes. I was in the mood for "Head Over Heels", having listened to "Garlands" on the ride home from work the previous evening, only 9 hours before. However, due to some fluke of file transference, HOH was not on the Zune. Dammit. So -- what else to pick? I settled on adding all 4 discs of "Lullabies to Violane" to the Quick List and playing that in random mode. A good selection, and nice variety for riding the train with the other early people.

At Five Points, the central node in Atlanta's mass transit hub, i have to wait 10 minutes for a south bound train. When i do get one, it is empty except for a group of 5 guys all in works shirts that said "AirTran Maintenance". They were dozing along one side of the train, so i took a random seat along the other side, and watched the city slide by in the darkness.

I got to the airport and checked in with no problem. Even security was easy, as the line this early was more or less non-existent. I flew out of gate T2, which has nothing to do with evil killer robots, and nothing to do with that guy Steve from CTFest 2004, who was a stunt guy in the movie. Instead, this is Terminal Gate 2, one of the gates on what was the International Concourse, before Atlanta built a giant new International Concourse for the Olympics in 1996. This is only probably the second time i have ever flown out of a T gate, for no reason that i can readily ascertain.

The T concourse does have a Starbucks, Thank the Twins, so i was able to get a grande dark roast and a banana nut muffin to tide me over until i hit Boston. Gate T2 is at the end of the T concourse farthest from security, so i grabbed a seat and camped out to eat my muffin and drink my coffee while watching the other travelers sleepily mill about. Most of the people up this early were dressed in 3-piece pinstriped business armor, had all of their luggage rolling along behind them, and were talking on their Blackberries.

After my Starbucks, i sit and read some of the novel i brought with me, which is "The Fabulous Riverboat", the second book in Phillip Jose Farmer's Riverworld Series. For some reason i have never read this before now, but i found all of the first 4 books in cheap mass market paperback form at The Book Nook, a local used book store, and have been reading the series lately. Good enough i guess. 

Something around me reminds me of one of the records i have been listening to a lot lately, "The Sub Pop Years", by Damon and Naomi. This is a collection of songs from their second through fifth records, which includes the amazing "Damon and Naomi with Ghost" album. I closed the book and queued up "Judah and the Macabees", which is a lovely song. I sat and listened to that, as the crowd grew and grew. It was a full flight as we filed onto the plane, but somehow i got lucky and the row i was on featured an empty middle seat. I always take the window seat so that i can see the landscape if there are no clouds. A lot of people hate the window seat, but in my opinion what is the point in flying if you can't see the cities from above?

Hartsfield-Jackson International Airport has two runways, and they operate in sync, so as we were taking off, i could look over and see another jet -- American Airlines i think -- take off along with us. We both broke through the clouds at the same time -- i see the silver American plane over there to my left cutting through just as we break into the sunlight for the first time today. I wonder where they were going? As we swung north towards Boston, it looked like they were heading west, which could mean almost anywhere in America, i guess.

The flight was uneventful aside from the empty seat. We got two small bags of peanuts and a small cup full of ice with Diet Coke splashed overtop. I grow weary of Phillip Jose Farmer and put the book down to listen to "Victorialand" and "The Dead Texan", two relaxing and meditative records. "Scrubs" is playing on the TV displays that flip down every four rows of seats. The one just nearest to me needs the colors adjusted -- Elliot looks like a ghost, the colors are so washed out. Oh well.

It is cloudy out the window for most of the trip, with a break in the clouds over the mid Atlantic states. The sky is grey, and Boston looks damp from above. No matter, i am just changing planes here. However, Logan is a terribly designed airport. One simple thing could have made it so much better -- spacing maps every so often. I got off the plane and was told to walk "down they-ah" to find out where my connecting flight was. The person i talked to seemed almost surprised to hear that there was such a thing as "Air Canada"…

So i walk and walk and walk -- of course i am at the Delta gate farthest from any usable sort of information. Then i find that i have to walk to another concourse, which, due to construction at Logan at this point, means that i have to walk outside in the damp. Now i am glad for that overshirt!

I have to go through security again to get to the Air Canada ghetto at Logan -- three little gates in a tiny waiting area. There is a sort of food place where i get a Diet Pepsi (no Coke products), since i am thirsty after my trek through this strange airport. 

There are four people in wheel chairs waiting to get onto the flight to Toronto, including an Orthodox priest and an ancient Chinese couple. This delays boarding for everyone else for a few minutes, but i don't really mind except for the stuffy air in the Air Canada ghetto at Logan Airport -- some circulation would have been nice.

Finally i get on the plane and get seated. This time there is no empty seat next to me, but it's okay -- this plane is actually just slightly roomier than most planes. Seriously, an extra inch in shoulder width goes a long way. And we get foreign snacks -- smoky French roasted dark coffee that was delicious and some kind of Lemon Chili Corn Sticks that are made in Quebec and are very yummy. I put on "The Moon and the Melodies" as i sip my good coffee. Budd's rolling piano and Guthrie's e-bow on "Why Do You Love Me Really" stand out to me. Isn't it funny how, in a certain context, a song that you have listened to thousands of times before suddenly grabs you? And why that song on this flight? Is there something in this coffee?

The skies are clear over Toronto, which seems to go on forever. I guess it seems like such a big city because it is so flat and it is easy to see a long way. Landing is uneventful and synchronized with the Isobella song "Whale in Lake Ontario", which i queued up just for this situation.

The weather in Toronto is sunny and nice, so of course this is where everything begins to go awry. I go through the immigration song and dance. I tell them i am going to visit a friend at a lake house. The Canadian immigration agent corrects my pronunciation, "It's muss koe ka". This is the first time i have ever heard the word pronounced out loud, so i take her word for it. 

Then i go to baggage claim to get my luggage. It's not there. I wait until they shut down the turnstile for my flight, then i go and talk to the helpful Air Canada agent. He looks at my itinerary and thinks that the change in Boston might have been too quick. He theorizes that my bag will be on the next flight, and has me fill out a form authorizing Air Canada to take it through customs and then deliver it to the hotel.

I take my copy of the form and show it to the customs agent, who waves me through. And with that, i am officially in Canada. I know that i have to take the 192 bus to Kipling Station, in order to take the train to my hotel. I find the bus stand, and there is a sign that says "Exact Change Only". Of course, my Canadian currency at this time consists of a 20 from the ATM, and 2 quarters and 2 pennies which i had acquired at various times in the US. (Every once in a while you will get a Canadian coin as change somewhere. Some stores will refuse to take them however, so i usually end up just holding on to them for no real reason.)

I head inside to the little coffee shop and buy a Diet Coke, asking for enough change to take the bus. The employee tells me that the Information Booth to my left can sell me a transit token to get the bus. I head off that way, passing by a strange couple standing at the bar slamming some drinks. They had a second set made while i was there -- whiskey and some kind of soda. The girl was very attractive -- a curvaceous brunette with big eyes and a nice tan, wearing a top that consisted of various straps of black cloth sewn together to make a shirt that more or less covered her. She was with a much older gentleman in an expensive looking three piece, grey pin-striped suit. And, as i was said, they were slamming drinks. Was he trying to get this hot young thing drunk? She looked young enough to be his daughter. Weird.

I walk past them and buy my Transit Token, then head back out to the bus stand. A bus has arrived, and i get on and take a seat at the back. The bus has messages that politely ask riders to move towards the back of the vehicle so that other riders can squeeze on the front. At the back, there is a "Thank you for moving to the rear" message. (Those are not the exact words, but it was something like that.) Canada is oddly polite.

The bus ride is uneventful. We travel through a suburb of grey concrete roads and strip malls. I notice that near the airport are three places that advertize private XXX film viewing booths. So Pearson International Airport is in Toronto's Red Light District? Interesting…

Kipling station is built of white-washed concrete arches in a fashion that seems very 1960s to me. I walk down to the tracks and wait with an ever growing crowd. A train comes in 10 minutes, and i board to head downtown. I take a seat near a window, and queue up the new record from Do Make Say Think, only appropriate as they are my favorite Toronto band. This album consist of 4 longer tracks that sort of meander around. The end of the second track features a lovely horn coda. Very nice.

The train fills up as i ride, and eventually i exit at Bay Street. As soon as i exit the station i am surrounded by a swarm of people. Most of them are dressed in all black, and most of them are smoking. I guess these are the Film Festival crowd. I consult the map i printed out, and walk towards the hotel. I note the location of a Starbucks -- i will need that shortly.

As i walk down Avenue Road, i see the sign for the Howard Johnson. Right next to it is a mall, which features a Whole Foods. Why is it that no matter where i travel i end up right near a Whole Foods? Seriously -- the hotel i stayed at for the NYC fest in 2007 was next door to the Whole Foods there. And yet, at home the nearest Whole Foods is a 15 minute drive through traffic, or 40 minutes on my bike. (I guess that is about 6 miles…) Well, i am thirsty, so i go in and purchase a bottle of water. I also pick up a rice crispy treat, as i am hungry. I pay for these and go the HoJo.

I walk up to the counter and tell the attendant i want to check in. He stares at me for a minute as if he cannot believe what i am saying, then he makes a big show of looking at his watch, then he points to the sign on the wall. "Check in is not until 4 PM. It is 2:45 now." By Robin's Beard, how could i possibly be early! What was i thinking?

I am rather sleepy at this point, and kind of hungry. Rather than reply to his sarcasm, i just go and sit in the lobby and wait. I eat my rice crispy treat, which was made with a LOT of vanilla in the mix, and drink my entire bottle of water. Then i sit and read while the Canadian equivalent of Headline News runs in a loop on the TV. The big stories are some eastern European immigrant girl disappearing, and a conservative politician being busted with cocaine at a traffic stop. I am pleased to see that conservatives in Canada are as hypocritical as they are back home.

I sit and read for a little while, but i am sleepy, so it is hard to focus. I grab my bag and get up to walk around a bit, get the blood flowing. I discover that on the other side of the HoJo is a Maserati Dealership. Huh. So the Howard Johnson Hotel in Yorkville is between a Whole Foods (which is kind of a high-end grocery store) and a Maserati dealership (which is definitely a high end car place). I don't think of HoJo as being a fancy hotel, so it is strange to find them in this kind of company. And looking across the street, there is a Spa, and a fancy looking restaurant in a house. Weird. I guess the HoJo does pretty well.

I walk up the street and find an actual bank branch on the corner. The ATM has a sign listing the networks it is part of, and the network my bank (Wachovia, now part of Wells Fargo) is part of is listed, so i step in to withdraw some cash. Now i am flushed with Canadian currency, but still have no luggage and no hotel room. It is near 4 PM, so i wander back to the HoJo.

The sarcastic employee is gone, replaced by an Indian looking fellow. And there is a line! About 6 older people with Canadian accents are waiting to check in. I have to wait for them all to get settled, and by the time i get to the front of the line it is 4:05. The clerk checks, but my room still is not ready. "The cleaning crew are working on it right now. Sorry for the wait." Sigh. So i sit in the lobby some more and try not to fall asleep.

About 10 minutes later he says the room is ready and he checks me in. I go upstairs, and the maid is still vacuuming the room. So i wait for her to be finished, then i go in. I set my bag down and check my electronics. The Zune still has about 75% charge -- it has a pretty good battery life. The iPhone is running low, about 40%, but iPhones have really terrible battery life. My camera is at about 50%. I guess i forgot to charge the battery before i left. Oh well. The main problem is that all of my chargers are in the bag that was misplaced. The Air Canada clerk thought my bag might be in on the next flight from Boston, which was scheduled to arrive at about 3:30 PM. I decide to call the number on the paperwork i have and see if it is there.

I get a call center in India. I can barely understand the girl on the phone -- her English is very accented. And she is not helpful at all. All that she can tell me is that it has not been entered into the computer as having arrived at Toronto yet.

Nothing to do but wait, so i take of my shoes, put "Victorialand" on the Zune, and lie down on the bed for a quick nap. I drift off sometime before "Little Spacey", and when i awake the music is silent and it is after 5 PM. There are a lot of traffic sounds from Avenue Road, which my room overlooks from the second floor of the HoJo. Ah, to awaken to the sound of afternoon rush hour in a strange city…. I decide that i need a shower, then some coffee.

It is a weird feeling to strip, bathe, then put those exact same clothes right back on after drying off. But i have no other choice. I realize that my deodorant is packed as well, and figure that at some point i will walk by a grocery store or drug store where i can pick one up. I now realize that i probably could have just gotten a new deodorant at the Whole Foods, but i never buy toiletries there because they are more expensive, so i didn’t even think of it at the time. I guess i just stank a bit…
Anyway, i head back up the street towards that Starbucks near that transit station. 

I get a grande cup of their dark roast. I take this cup and sit on a bench across the street from the Starbucks to watch the crowd milling about. There is a lot of foot traffic, and a lot of people smoking. I don’t think that i have seen this many cigarettes in a few years. Weird.

And even weirder is that there are a lot of teenage girls hanging around. Many of them have cameras, and they are all keeping an eye on the nice looking hotel directly across the street from the Starbucks. I wonder what teen idol was staying there? At any rate, for the half hour or so i was there the teenage girls did nothing but wait.

Refreshed from my nap, shower, and coffee, i take my camera out of the bag and head out. A quick look at my map shows that Bloor Street (which featured in the Cory Doctorow novel "Someone Comes to Town, Someone Leaves Town") is just up the street, as is the University. I walk that way, snapping photos. I pass by an office supply store that has just closed. They have a wall of assorted cables -- maybe i can buy a charger for my iPhone there tomorrow morning. I note that they open at 8 AM, and figure i can head back here if need be. I am concerned about my lack of chargers and the rapidly dwindling batteries on my electronics, but the iPhone battery loss is very concerning. That is how i expect mmmender, Sean Montgomery, and the other people i need to meet up with to contact me. If it dies, i am kind of stuck, and just have to hope that the pre-arranged plan goes off without a hitch. Isn't it funny how cell phones have changed life so much? In the pre cell phone days i would have had a list of phone numbers, but now all of that stuff is on the phone. I now realize that i could have taken my notebook and written down the phone numbers for mmmender and Garp instead of relying on them to be saved in my Contacts, but again i didn’t think of it. My life is on that iPhone, and although i can back it up to a paper format, it never occurs to me. Curious.

So i walk around and take some photos. At the corner of Avenue Road and Bloor Street is a big museum. At some point this museum expanded the building, and they decided not to make it uniform. So what you have is a traditional style stone/brick museum building that has a Geary-style odd structure tacked on to one side of it. It looks kind of odd, but really it kind of works as well. It was an odd choice, but it is distinctive. I am not sure my photos do it justice, so i will let the reader judge as they will.

Next to the museum is a sports stadium, where college girls in uniforms are practicing soccer. (Do they call it football or futbol here in Canada?) The CN Tower is almost directly south of the stadium, and i have a pretty good view of it. I start to cross the street to maybe grab a few shots, when the iPhone rings.

It is Angela, who is in a hotel just down Bloor street. I get the location, and tell here i am a few blocks away and will call her from the lobby after i get there. I grab a few shots of the CN tower and a few more of the museum, and then hoof it down the street to the Marriot and my first official meetup of the 09 Fest!

I get to the hotel just fine -- it is a few blocks further than i thought, but no big deal. In the lobby i ask the desk clerk to call Angela and tell her i am here. She asks for a last name, and i realize that although i am even friends with her on Facebook, i do not know her last name. I ask the clerk if she can look and see if there are any Angela's currently checked in, and she looks at me like i am an idiot. In her defense, i realized it was a stupid question when i was about halfway done asking it… So i call Angela back on the number she called me on, which, fortunately, was her cell phone.

She comes down in a few minutes, and tells me that Sean Montgomery is on his way to the hotel as well. Good deal, because i am rather hungry at this point. We sit in the lobby and chat for a few minutes. Angela is as sweet in person as you would imagine.

Mr. Montgomery shows up a few minutes later. This is my second time meeting Sean in person. We also met in 2005 at Robin Guthrie's "19 Crescent" show in LA. We briefly debate food choices, and settle on one that has many options. So we head out.

We ride transit to get there, and i try and buy tokens. Unfortunately, the transit system token machine will not take $5 bills, which makes no sense to me. So i get change from the employee, and buy 4 tokens for $10. Then we ride the train downtown.

We get off the train after a short, uneventful ride and walk to a restaurant in a sort of covered courtyard. I guess with the cold up here, you need to cover the space between buildings. We are basically in a giant mall between a couple of big office towers. There are strange globes hanging from the ceiling, which look pretty neat.

The restaurant was called Richtree Market, and was one of those "European Market" style places. That is, it has a bunch of "stations" where you can get different food items -- like a salad station, and a pasta station, and meat station, etc. But nothing is arranged in a linear fashion -- it is all strewn about randomly, in a chaotic fashion. I guess it is really not that different from, say, a Jason's Deli back home, except that in America we would make everything seem more linear. 

Anyway, i grab a salad with some yummy pickled beets and a bowl of pasta with zucchini and fresh sausage. The food was excellent, and we went back for dessert. I normally do not eat dessert out, but this is vacation, so i have a sort of chocolate cake that was dry, but not bad. The chocolate sauce it was drizzled in was excellent.

And then we sit and chat for about an hour. Sean and Angela are both really nice people, and we have a fun time just talking like friends. It amazes me how easy it is to fall into conversation with people that are, when you get down to it, strangers. But we know each other from the online world, so it's not like we are really strangers even though we are just meeting in person for the first time. 

One part of the conversation really stuck with me. We were talking about other people we know, as humans are likely to do. I don't remember exactly what was said, but my point in response to this was, "You just can't argue about X with forumite Y. All you will do is make them angry." As i said this, Sean and Angela shared a knowing sideways glance, which tells me that people think this about me. They are probably right. I cannot, off the top of my head, think of exactly what topic i am pigheaded on, and i probably do not want to know… Anyway, that glance really made me think. Not in a bad way though – often i find that it takes someone else to help you see things about yourself which are completely obvious to everyone else. Such is the mystery of the human brain.

Anyway, i had a great time -- good food and some lovely people to chat with. But at around 10 PM (30 minutes after i was supposed to take my medication -- medication which was lost with my luggage!) i hit the wall. I was so tired, and so i asked them to leave.

Rather than take the train back, Sean leads us on a scenic night time walk through Toronto. I have no idea what part of town we were in, but it was cool and a nice walk. He took us to his place of work, an animation studio. I know plenty of people who work in animation (i do live in Atlanta, after all, home of the Cartoon Network and Boomerang and Williams Street Industries studio), and animators work in buildings that look like they could belong to an internet startup in the late 1990s. In fact, given the crash of that market, these buildings probably did house internet startups at one point. The Starz studio is not anything that you would notice if you happened to walk or drive by it. I find it strange to think that something that will entertain millions (like the movie "9") is made in such a mundane location. It is very much not Hollywood.

We pile into Sean's car and he drives me back to the HoJo. I stumble upstairs, and decide to call Air Canada again. This time i get an Indian with a comprehensible accent, but he is unable to help me. So i undress and hang my clothes up to try and at least air them out some, then i fall to sleep rather quickly, which is unusual for me….

Friday.20.September.2009

I am awakened by the sounds of police sirens and the flashing blue lights of a cop car. It seems to come from right outside the window of my hotel room, and does not move on. I look at the clock, it is 6:30 AM. I get up and walk to the window and peak outside, to see if the police officer has caught a speeder or what.

There is a cop car parked perpendicular to the hotel, it's siren on and the lights flashing. The police officer is standing in the middle of the road. He looks over at the hotel entrance for a second, then runs over to his car and turns the siren off, leaving just the flashing lights on. I guess that management asked him to turn that off. Good idea.

I watch for a few minutes and notice that he is stopping traffic on Avenue Road and waving people down a side street. He is parked in front of the HoJo because this is the last side street for a couple of blocks.  I look towards to north, and i can see more lights flashing on the buildings. Most be something big going on for them to close the road.

Since i am awake i decide to head out. I take a shower and put my same clothes on again. I really am starting to smell, and i decide to find a Drug store right away.

I call Air Canada again to see about my bag. This Indian call center employee is fairly easy to understand, but again they cannot help me. I have them give me the number for their parallel at Delta to check and see if they have anything for me. When i call Delta, i talk to a lady with a Southern accent, thank goodness. She tries to look into it for me, but can't find out anything. I leave my cell phone number so that Delta can find me if they locate the bag. That is all i can do at this point.

Down in the lobby they have a continental breakfast, which means croissants with peanut butter and jelly and very dense muffins, along with orange juice and coffee. The coffee is nothing special, and the croissants have the gross taste of congealed butter. I try a muffin, and i am fairly certain that it is dense enough to have an event horizon. Ugh. 

So i hit the street, and walk down to Bloor. There had been a Tim Horton's across from the sports field i was at the previous evening, so i figure i will head there for better coffee. You have to go to at least one Tim Horton's when you are in Canada. It's the law.

I get there and it is not too crowded, so i grab a large coffee and a maple dipped donut (how very Canadian) and sit to watch the morning traffic. Two very serious, very awake indie rock dudes (they have too tight jeans, many tattoos, old looking t-shirts, and artfully mis-styled hair) are chain smoking on the street and having some kind of serious argument. I can't hear them from inside Tim Horton's but they are no doubt discussing something of deathly importance, like whether "Amnesiac" is a better album than "Kid A". (I tease here, but these people could have been hanging out in any North American city. They were generic hipster types.)

After my donut and coffee, i feel much better about the world. I check my batteries -- the Zune is still fine with a few hours of playtime left. The iPhone is giving me the "under 20% charge" warning. The camera battery is on the last bar -- but when i talked with Angela last night i showed her the battery, and she assured me that her camera uses the same kind. She said i could borrow her charger when she gets to the lake, so i figure i have that covered. 

At this point i am beginning to fear for my luggage. What if it is really lost? Most everything is replaceable, but it will be a real hassle to find another camera flash. I have a big, professional looking multidirectional flash for my camera, and i had to special order it because Panasonic doesn't use the standard flash mount that all other camera makers use. It was a pain in the ass to get, but i guess i could find another one if need be. However, that bag contains my 4CC tour and CocteauTwins.com t-shirts, and those are pretty much irreplaceable. I guess i could buy similar shirts, but my 4CC shirt is in really good shape, and it would be hard to replace it with one that new looking.

Oh well, there is nothing i can do, so i leave Tim Horton's and walk west on Bloor Street. I just walk with no goal in particular, just enjoying the city and watching the people leave to head to work. It is a lovely morning, and looks like it will be a nice sunny day. I stop and take pictures, and just have a fun walk for an hour or two. 

And i pass by a giant record store that has an amazing window display of the latest Dinosaur Jr. album cover. They used a type of green cloth to recreate the creatures on the cover -- very well done. Due to the glare of the morning sunlight on the glass of the windows, i could not get a decent shot though… And the store did not open until 10 AM, which is when i was supposed to meet up with mmmender to ride to the lake house. 

As i stare at the sign sadly because i will not be able to go into the store, i realize that i have no idea what time it is. I look at the iPhone -- the battery line is RED -- and see that it is about 8:30 AM. I decide to walk back to the hotel. I pass a drug store, where i go in and buy deodorant. I suffer from eczema, so i have to buy aluminum free deodorant. I usually use Tom's of Maine, but here in Canada they have a brand i have not seen before -- Ombra, and it is Chamomile-scented. I decide to get that since it is different.

I make it back to the hotel by 9 AM. I have been out walking for a few hours, and now that i have deodorant i decide to shower again, then apply deodorant. By the time that is done, it is 9:30, so i check out and walk up and down Avenue Road for a half an hour while i wait for the mmmender-mobile and my ride to the lake house.
They show up just after 10, and i regale them with my story of lost baggage. Mmmender has a printout with the Lake House address, so the plan is that at the airport i will get out and give this to Air Canada so they can deliver my bag to the lake house when/if it is found.

So we head out, stopping for gas and Tim Horton's. During this stop, Anthony tells mmmender to drive down the Gardiner Expressway, which is nearer to the lake. She tells him that is too far out of the way, and he sheepishly admits that he forgot the booze.

"How can you forget the booze!" mmmender admonishes him, but we have no choice but to head all the way down to Anthony's place to pick up the alcohol. It's either that or not drink at the Fest, and that really isn't an option. I sit back and enjoy the scenic drive through Toronto, while Leesa and Anthony bicker like an old married couple.

Anthony lives in a high-rise apartment building behind a gate in an otherwise non-highrise area. Seriously -- his building towers over its environs. Strange that. His access card to get through the gate is, of course, in his car parked in front of mmmender's house. So we have to park outside the gate and wait while he goes up.

After he returns, we continue our trek to the airport. Along the way we pass by The Indigo Hotel, where i am staying Sunday night, and i try and make a mental note of where it is. 

I suggest we find short-term parking and all get out to wait for Hebe at the gate. That seems like a fun and sensible plan to me, but mmmender instead wants to circle in the minivan, moving each time the security people tell her too. At first i think this is a seriously bad idea, or, rather a good idea if the goal is to end up in a windowless room being yelled at by the TSA, but then i remember that i am in Canada, which is not a police state yet. Seriously -- if she tried that at the Atlanta airport, by about the second or third time there would be guys in body armor and assault weapons hauling everyone from the van… Fortunately Canada is a more rational place, so everything worked out just fine.

They drop me off and i ask the lady at the Information Booth where i can go to talk to Air Canada about my luggage. She has me push a button on a wall to open what looks like a secure door (something else that will get you the chance to talk to the nice yelling people in the windowless room, back home), and then i am back in baggage claim. It is a different section than yesterday, but i see an Air Canada Claims Booth, and go and stand in line. 
In front of me is a couple with accents that i am guessing are Canadian plains accents -- their vowels were weird in a way that almost reminded me of Wayne, a guy i used to work with who was from North Dakota (or, as they say it Nuth Da KOHHH ta). Anyway, the guy was very angry about all of their bags being lost, and he was pretty much yelling at the Air Canada agent. Again, in the US that would get you in deep doo-doo with the TSA, so i started getting nervous for the guy. 

The Air Canada agent is not upset or anything, and he tells the couple to go look in "The Room" of unclaimed bags, which is on the other side of the luggage turnstiles from me. Since that was pretty much what i wanted to ask him, i head over to "The Room".

The Room is full of shelves containing lots of bagging, along with a table and two other Air Canada agents. They tell me to look around, and i do but do not see my bag. So i ask one of the ladies if she can update my information in their computer system with the address of the lake house, which i have on a printout with me.

She brings up my information and stares at it, frowning. "These should be here by now… Oh wait, you're from the States!"

"Yes."

She gets up. "Well then, your bags might be in The Other Room. Did you check there?"

I didn't even know there was another room. Just how many rooms full of baggage does Air Canada have? I do not ask that question, because it is sarcastic and as well all know, Terrorists who hate America use sarcasm to anger TSA agents… The lady leads me to The Other Room, which is conveniently located directly behind the stand that the agent was sitting at. The plains Canadian guy is still arguing with the agent, who looks bored, as does plains Canadian wife.

As we are trekking across the vast space of the luggage return area (seriously -- these rooms were about 50 yards apart!), the lady explains to me that since i was coming in from America, my bags would have been placed directly into customs, and when the customs people get done checking them (which they do only when they have free time when there aren't any actual passengers standing in front of them asking to come through customs), they would put them in The Other Room. Then when the Air Canada guy at the booth has time (presumably when he is not being yelled at by plains Canadians), he enters them into the system and they get sent out.


So we walk into the room and immediately i see my bag. I cry out and grab it, and she asks, "Are you sure that's yours?"

I nod and open the neon yellow luggage tag, the inside of which has my name and, weirdly enough, an old work number and a yahoo email address that i haven’t had in about 10 years. Whatever, the name matches what is on the form she is holding, so she lets me take the bag and leave. 

I am so relieved, you have no idea.

So, towing my luggage behind me, i head back out into the airport and walk down to the international arrivals area. And there, looking angrily at her phone, is Hebe in her bright red hair. I introduce myself and she screams and gives me a big hug while other people look on.

I take her outside to go and wait for the mmmender mobile, which of course is driving around trying not to look suspicious at this point. Hebe had been trying to call mmmender, but she was having trouble putting money on her phone, and then when she did become able to make a call, mmender's voice mail box was full. Of course.

Mmmender, if you haven't realized this yet, is kind of a pack-rat where it comes to messages. This is the exact opposite of me -- as soon as i have listened to a message i delete it. It's like an automatic reflex with me, and every once in a while it causes a slight issue at work. But there are never any voice mails saved on my phone. I don't understand the mentality that saves these messages, but i guess my immediate deletion style must seem as strange to her.

Anyway, i dial from the iPhone, which has the barest sliver of red still showing battery life, and get mmmender. I tell her that i was successful and i have Hebe, and we are waiting pretty much where she dropped me off. She tells me that she sent Anthony in to look for Hebe. I wonder if he even knew what she looked like?

I hang up and start looking around for Anthony, and immediately he appears, coming out of the airport carrying a fresh cup of Tim Horton's coffee. Canadians are, apparently, a sleepy people who require almost constant caffeination. Hmm, given my inclination to always have a cuppa joe on hand, perhaps i am latently Canadian? If it weren't for the threat of cold, i think i would love living in Toronto…

The mmmender Muskoka Express shows up shortly and we pile in to much loud exclamation of greeting from Hebe. I immediately open my bag and find my medication, and take an Advair hit. Oh god, that felt good… Advair is a maintenance asthma medication and it works really well at keeping me symptom free. But the anxiety from thinking it was lost with my luggage caused me a bit of anxiety that actually aggravated my asthma… Well, crisis averted.

So we head out. Hebe hasn't eaten, because no matter how long your flight is these days, airlines no longer feed you. So we stop at a Wendy's that is next to a bank. I go into the bank with Hebe, but the ATM will not process her card. I think it is because it is not a Mastercard or a Visa, it is that one they only have in Europe, the name of which escapes me.

She actually gets in line and talks to a Bank Teller, who seems surprised that the card does not work because the network is the same, but he agrees with my theory on it not being a Mastercard. So we head next door to some sandwich shop that has an ATM in its entryway. This one charges a fee for all withdrawals (which we were hoping to avoid at the bank), but it does in fact accept her European card.

Thus armed with cash, we go to Wendy's to grab a quick bite to go, and then get in the minivan to eat while Anthony drives us northward.  With CT blaring and a large diet coke in my hand, myself, Hebe, Anthony, Leesa, and Thackeray head out of Toronto.

The trip is long. We seem to drive through suburbs forever. Then again, Toronto is a pretty big city. Mmmender keeps quizzing us on song titles, something i suck at.

We keep driving. And driving. Eventually Anthony thinks we have gone too far, so Leesa calls Doug. We had actually overshot the exit, but we have instructions now. We turn around, looping one exit on the highway, and head south just a bit. Then we get off at some road that is supposed to cut through to the other highway that we need. It seems to be a rural road, and we stop at a gas station/convenience store at a crossroads.

I get out to stretch my legs, and buy sodas. I also pick up foreign candy, something i am fascinated with. I get a Turkish Delight Bar, because all that i know about Turkish Delight is that Edmund in "The Lion, The Witch, and the Wardrobe" really liked it. I have never tried it, so i thought i would. (It was okay.) I also pick up a pack of Sour Wine Gums. These do not actually contain wine, which i later read on the fine print. Instead, they are decent gummy candy. I wonder why the name "Wine Gums"?

Now that we are sugared up and driving through farm country, blaring Cocteau Twins on the radio, it really seems to be a strange journey. I mean, a good strange, like it was a field trip. I actually felt very at home, if that makes any sense.

We keep driving along the rural road for what even i think is a long time, so Doug is called again. He tells us that we "can't miss" the highway interchange, so we keep driving. And indeed, Doug is correct. Where the highway intersects the rural road is a HUGE deal, with lots of very clear signage. 

So once again, we head north. This road appears to be cut through rock, and mmmender tells us to be on the lookout for Inukshuk. These are little people figures made out of stacked rocks, and indeed there are a lot of them. Since we were driving by, i didn’t get any good photos, but that Wikipedia entry has some.

We keep driving, and driving. Eventually Doug is called a third time, and this time he answers with, "I wondered when you were going to call again." Apparently he knew that this leg seemed to go on forever. We get precise directions, and keep driving.

It was really beautiful scenic, mostly flat country, and it was a nice sunny day with friends and good music. What more could you ask for?
Eventually we get off the highway and follow the directions. To get to the lake house we have to cross a one-lane bridge, and on the other side of that bridge is a marina and a small store. The house is not that far past there, and we find it okay.

I, for one, was grateful to finally get out of the van, and the scenery could not be more beautiful. Still, what with driving from the HoJo to Anthony's place, to the Airport, and then to Lake Muskoka, it was about 3 hours in the car. That is a long time…

We find Garp, and meet his friend Katie, a fellow Southerner who was determined to wear shorts all weekend, even though she was cold and kept having to wrap towels around her like blankets. I guess you have to admire that kind of determination.

Doug shows us where we will each be sleeping for the weekend, so we unload the van, then head down to the boat house to sit in the sun and the wind. It was really windy on Friday, and i thought that it was kind of cold. I wished that i had brought a jacket…

So, of course, Anthony decides to go swimming. Then, just to rub in his Canadian cold immunity powers, he spends the rest of the afternoon sitting around in his swimsuit (still wet) in the wind. I got cold just looking at him…

At one point some people pulled up on a speed boat. These were Doug's mother and stepfather, who had been hanging out at the local Country Club, and had come back to change or something. They chatted with us a few minutes, and then headed back out to some sort of dinner party at the club. They seemed nice. Doug's mom left her small dog, Gigi, with us.

I think Hebe went to take a nap, and the rest of us just kind of hung out. Doug had his iPod hooked up to the stereo cranking out tunes, and he worked on food prep in the kitchen while the rest of us milled around. It was a nice relaxing afternoon.


That night Doug fired up the grill and cooked hamburgers. Even though i am not a big fan of beef, they were yummy. Which goes to show you that place and company do affect a meal. There was also a nice, refreshing salad, and a few bottles of wine were opened.

After dinner, i stepped outside to see the stars. WOW. There sure are a lot of them in Canada. It has been a few decades since i was in a place with so little light pollution, so i stood there like an idiot, my neck craned all the way back, shivering as i stared at the majesty of the sky… Eventually i got too cold to continue, so, trying to rub some feeling back into my neck, i headed inside.

Mom and the stepdad came back and picked up Gigi, and together they headed out to wherever they live. I think this was somewhere not too far away, but not just next door either. The rest of us stayed up chatting, drinking, and listening to tunes. 

At one point a David Sylvain song bubbled up in the flow of Garp's iPod, and mmmender went on a rant about the song and the album in general. I own exactly one David Sylvain record, the one in question, "Secrets of the Beehive". I find it … okay. Something about his singing style seems rather forced to me, and i find that i have to be in the right mood to tolerate him. 

We all got quiet to listen to mmmender's favorite song ever. I like when those sorts of things happen in a group, like we are all communing with the music. No conversation is necessary, as we share the experience of absorbing it. Really nice.

I tried to force myself to stay up. I am a morning person, preferring to get up at sunrise and go to sleep shortly after the sun sets. However, i knew that the next night i would want to be up late, so on this night i forced myself to stay up in an attempt to reset my sleep schedule. I was utterly exhausted when i slouched up the trail to the "kid's cabin" where i was sleeping. Hebe followed me up, to sleep in her own room, while the others stayed down in the Boat House hanging out.

Even though i was exhausted, i had a hard time falling asleep. The kid's cabin is unheated, and it was FREEZING in there. Well, not freezing, but it was probably under 60 F, which is cold to an adoptive Southerner such as myself. Cold makes my bladder shrink, so i had to keep getting up and going to the restroom. This was complicated by the matter that the nearest restroom was in the other building so i had to go outside, and to get outside i had to walk through the room in which Hebe was sleeping. Apparently i did not annoy her too much with my comings and goings, and eventually i did settle down to sleep the sleep of the weary…
Saturday.19.September.2009 – the day of the actual CocteauFest

I awake at 9:30 AM, which is very late for me, and i feel very rested and refreshed. A good night's sleep was eventually had. 

I sneak out of my room and notice that Hebe is still asleep. I head to the main house where i had noticed a coffee machine the day before, and with a little digging i am able to start a pot of coffee going. Leesa, Anthony, and Thack are sitting on the porch of the main house, and i step out to share a cigarette with them.

Hebe shows up, looking much refreshed herself, and we learn that Doug is already up and has already made a trip into town for fresh cinnamon rolls, a move which in my book should earn him a Nobel Prize in something… Do that have one for breakfast pastries? If not, they should add one. So we head down to the Boat House for breakfast. Bread is toasted, and Hebe sets about to make eggs.

"How do you want your eggs," she asks me.

"Over easy."

"I don't know that." So she makes up a big batch of scrambled eggs. We eat this with toast and pastries and coffee. A perfect vacation breakfast spent sitting at the Boat House dinner table watching the sunlight sparkle off the lake.

After breakfast, i go and sit on the dock, the one in Fritter's amazing picture of the lake and the fog. Katie is there as well, and we have a nice time chatting. She lives in Knoxville, in an old historic house, and she is into historic preservation. She's a good lass Doug… for a non-CT fan!

It is not so windy today, and we sit and try to find fish. There are a few very small ones that periodically dart out from the dock. The lighting is coming from behind us, and our shadows in the water appear to radiate light. It's a really beautiful effect that is totally impossible to photograph. The water is so clear today as well…

Katie goes to the house and gets a stale roll she had, and we toss crumbs in the water in an attempt to lure the fish out from under the dock. They are not fooled by our actions, and i joke that is because they are all on Atkins these days, just like everyone else.

We head back to the Boat House for lunch, Garp making flatbread pizzas. One had roasted Portobello and brie, and was simply divine. One has a really good sausage, and i do not remember the third variety, but they were all very yummy. 

He also made this nice hot oil for dipping that was amazingly good. Just some peppers soaked in olive oil, but really a good accompaniment to the pizza. 

Our first stop is at the little store just this side of the one-lane bridge. Pumpkin season has apparently begun in Canada, as Anthony points out.

Inside the store is a small bakery, a produce area, and some shelves of dry goods. And exotic gums! I pick up a pack of Clove gum, which is hard to find back home. Also, they still have Hubba Bubba in Canada (i can't find it here), so i pick up a pack of the Cotton Candy flavor. We get in the car and Katie didn't notice the second pack i picked up, remarks, "That is the strangest clove smell. And why is it blue?"

I pop the bubble and explain that it was the other flavor of gum, which she declines a piece of. Hubba Bubba is a great gum – it has a great consistency and it holds its chewiness for a long time. I wish i could find this at home – their grape flavor is excellent, if you like fake grape taste.

Then we head into town, which involves crossing the one-lane bridge and going back to one of the roads we came in on, and turning the other direction. It is a nice scenic day, and a pleasant drive.

We stop first at the IGA grocery store. We have this chain in the US as well – maybe not in Georgia, but i know that i have been in one before. Maybe in Pittsburgh. Anyway, Anthony and mmmender stay out in the minivan smoking, while we go in. Due to some fluke of hyperactivity, Hebe's belt snaps in half as she walks into the store. Weird. She throws it away, and we go in.

Right inside they have coffee! Good stuff too – a selection of beans and a grinder. I sniff the various blends trying to find a good one, and Katie sees that i am going to be obsessing over this for a little while, so she and Hebe move on. I eventually make a blend involving some nice Indonesian (Sumatra, if i remember correctly) that was slightly underroasted, mixed with a nice blackened French roast. That is one good thing about Canada having a sizable French minority – they do know how to roast some coffee. 

I grind the beans there, and then head out to find the ladies. They are contemplating sodas, so we pickup a few for mixers as well, and head off. Mostly here we are getting stiff for Hebe to make a cake. There is some confusion as to ingredients, mostly i think due to the language barrier. (In general through, Hebe's English was excellent.) Hebe also picks up a box of Parchment Paper, which, unknown to me, is a relatively new thing that America has given to the world. Hebe had never seen it, and Garp said he had only become aware of it in the past few years. My mother always baked cookies on sheets of parchment paper – they slide right off! Strange that something so mundane, to me, is seen as exotic to others….

Otherwise, it’s a grocery store, and we pick up the supplies and head out. The next stop is the liquor store, which is further into town. In fact, Katie overshoots it on the first pass, and we drive through a little town full of antique stores. There is some sort of street festival going on, with lots of people walking around. Looks like a good day for doing so…

We circle back to the liquor store, where our shopping list indicates that we need 13 cans of Cider. They only have 12 on the shelf, so we buy them all and pick up a few other beers. Purchasing the booze takes all of the money that had been given to Katie, with a few cents left over. That means we did it just right.

And then we head back. Unfortunately, Katie and i am chatting away about the scenic town, and we overshoot the turn. Mmmender calls us to inform us that we missed it, so we turn around and head back. Oops.

We unload, and Anthony, Hebe, and i decide that a swim is in order on this nice day. But first, Hebe has to make the cake. Anthony gets delegated to whipping egg whites, which inspires a round of sexual jokes at his expense. (Whipping, wrist motion, producing a white foam – you get the picture.) Hebe does not work form a recipe – she mixes from memory. That is not how i bake – i always have the recipe in front of me, even when i make those cookies that i make every few weeks or so! Otherwise, i will forget some crucial ingredient (like salt – without salt baked goods taste flat). I am amazed at her memory.

The cake goes into the oven, and we go and jump in the lake!


The water is so cold, it feels like a kick to the sternum. I swim for five minutes or so before my breathing and heart rate calm down, and after that it is pleasant. The water is crisp and clear and feels so clean. It is actually a very refreshing swim.

We get out of the water and mill about on the dock a bit, and shortly thereafter our first guests arrive – Brandon and Mark. No one knows either of them, but Mark reveals that he works with the act Repair. I give him a card, hoping to score free promos! (He records for Kompakt -- how awesome would it be to get on their promo distribution list?) In general, both Mark and Brandon seem like really nice guys.

I change into my good 4CC shirt and some clean jeans, and hang my trunks up on the drying rack conveniently mounted to the outside wall of the Kids Cabin. This is a sensible and essential accessory for any lake house.

I go back to the Boat House, where festivities are heating up. I help Garp set out the appetizers on the table down there. The chip dip comes out in a lump exactly the shape of the container, something which amuses all of us.

CT CDs are placed in the stereo, and the Fest gets underway… People sort of hang out and chat and listen and drink and smoke and munch on food… A good time is had by all.

The sunset this evening is spectacular, and all of us with cameras spend time getting a few shots of the orange sky on the horizon. We then sit outside and listen for loons, a sort of waterfowl that is supposedly prevalent up there. I am still not sure if i ever heard one, but i think i did.

Sometime after the sun had set, say 9-ish, Katie, Doug and i are sitting on the deck furniture and Doug is complaining of being tired and unmotivated. Katie and i convince him to get motivated with the dinner preparations. The plan is to have the meal ready by the time Elysium, Musette, and Andylama arrive from NY. Doug has been on the phone with them a few times, so has a good idea when they will arrive.

So the three of us head up to the main house to start preparations. I am assigned to chop root vegetables, including purple and white carrots. I have never even seen a purple carrot before, but they taste just like regular ones.


Doug starts the risotto going, and then i am assigned to grill. The grill is in a dark part of the boat house deck/dock, so grilling was kind of a challenge. Up first was a few trays of marinated chicken that Doug had pre-roasted the night before. Chicken i know, so i open a beer (Muskoka Cream Ale – Cream Ale being one of my weaknesses), and light up a smoke and set to it. For a real Southern experience i needed a tall boy of PBR, but when in Canada you have to make do with the local beers. Drinking beer is an essential part of the grilling process. The cigarette just made me look cool! 

After the chicken, i start on the skirt steaks. Doug had marinated these the night before, but i am still somewhat nervous about them. As someone who is not fond of the taste of cow, i do not cook it. Grilling is more art than science, and you have to learn the aspects of both the grill you are one (this one has a hot spot in the upper middle) and the type of meat. I turn the heat on low and set the steaks up to grill.

At some point while this is going on there is a raffle. Even though i have been to 5 CocteauFests, and at least 4 of them have had raffles, i have never won a thing! It's rigged i tell ya! Of course, this is better than the last Fest in Toronto (2005), where the first raffle winner was mmmender's boy-toy Anthony… Completely random i am sure. This time, Angela and Ely won prizes.

Eventually the food is ready, and we start herding people upstairs for food. As we are doing so, wonders of convenient timing, the New Yorkers show up! People were milling about the car excitedly awaiting our final participants, and i tried to get a shot of them leaving the car, but instead Sean Montgomery zigged when i zagged, and i got this lovely shot of his ass…

Excited greetings are made, and we go inside to eat. It is chaos, with people talking loudly, drinks poured, and a huge buffet of food. I took lots of shots of the food, as it all looked so good.


Dinner ended up being like a big thanksgiving when i was younger and we lived near the extended family in Pittsburgh. I felt like i was at Aunt Pat and Uncle Carl's house, where there was always there was discussion over which was the children's table, and of course there is such a discussion here as well, with two tables joined together to let all of us sit together. AndyLama sat at the head of the children's table, while Mark was the head of the adult table. I ended up at the adult table sitting with Angela, mmmender, Anthony, Brandon, and Mark.


Brandon (or maybe it was Mark – i forget which) compliments me on my steak grilling skills. Not being a fan of beef, i do not cook it, so i was worried that it would be too tough… But i was told that it was good. Whew. I will say this: the Chimichurri sauce that Garp made for the steak was an awesome accompaniment to the meat. Then again, those Argentineans do know their beef.

I actually have a glass of wine with dinner, which is unusual for me as i am not a wine fan. But, heck, it's CocteauFest – live a little! Whatever wine there was seemed tasty to my unsophisticated palate.

After food, Hebe goes around taking picture of the "pairs". I am paired with a large brass frog doorstopper that was nearby. Sigh…

In general, the meal was wonderful. The food was great, and with all of us eating there it really felt like family. People sat around the table having seconds (or thirds – wow that risotto was tasty – URP!) and chatting, but Anthony and Katie start cleaning up. I ask why they are loading the dishwasher, and they say that they are doing it so that Hebe might actually relax. 

This is a good plan so i help out, then when Hebe tries to help i guide her and Doug down to the boathouse for a relaxing post-food cigarette.


By this point it is almost 11 PM, and the Fest really gets going. There is another beer for me (this is the most i have had to drink in two years!), and talk, dancing, more talk, cake, group photos, loud music and people. So many people… I am not sure i really got to talk enough with everyone… A few hilarious moments i do remember:
- Thack ranting about something or other in a way that reminded of the husband of my pet sitter, who is a guy that my friends refer to as "Weird Andy". When Weird Andy gets ranting, it is easy to distract him onto other topics and get him ranting on those, and i try that with Thack and it works! Drunken ranting is, apparently, universal.
- At some later point mmmender and i were sitting on the couch and Juliette was dancing nearby. She launched into a diatribe on the methods of goth dancing, such as "pulling taffy" and "hiding the apple". It was hilarious… 
- I bore people with the one Astronomical fact i remember from 1986, when i studied Astronomy at Phillips Academy in Andover. (This is when i realize i must be drunk… Damn, i am a lightweight now. ) The fact is this: the constellation Cassiopeia, which is vaguely crown shaped, is directly on the other side of the sky form Sirius, the dog star, which we know has planets around it and is one of the closest stars to our own. If you were standing on one of those planets and looking up at Cassiopeia, our sun would be the brightest star in the sloping side of the crown. Useful information that all of your will use in your everyday lives, i am sure.

Hebe and i commiserate over how cold we were the night before, and she realizes that with the no-shows, there are empty rooms in the heated boat house. She asks Doug if we can split one, and he agrees. This makes us both very happy, and we migrate our gear into a spare room. Each room has two beds – one on a shelf and one on the floor in front of the window. Hebe takes the shelf, and i get the bed. We both head up to sleep at what must be 1 AM or so… I was exhausted, but very happy. A fun night. I put the earplugs in, and drift off to the faintly heard strains of Cocteau Twins and revelry downstairs…

Sunday.20.September.2009

I awake at about 9 am the next day. I have a slight headache from the wine and the beer, but otherwise i feel great. I head downstairs to make a pot of coffee, having relocated the coffee maker to the boathouse the night before. Everything is quiet, and there are empty bottles and cans and plates everywhere. I put the coffee on, and suddenly Thack shows up, walking around with his charango, strumming and singing "Stretch Out and Wait" by The Smiths. I think, "Well, that's random," and go about straightening up.

I find the bottle of scotch that AndyLama and Musette were working on the night before, and it looks like there are 3 fingers or so left. Thack excitedly pours it into a glass, but there isn't that much scotch – the bottle is one of those deceptive ones that has a huge divot on the bottom, sticking up and displacing the liquid. Still, he probably got about two shots of scotch. But he wasn't done then. He starts pouring glasses of Goldschläger (the very thought of which makes me want to hurl – bad experience with that in college), and has at least two that i can see.

Drawn by the smell of coffee, others wander through the kitchen: Hebe, Anthony, Mark, Brandon, Musette, AndyLama. We drink three pots of coffee, during which Doug and Katie show up briefly to say that they will be making pancakes in the main house. I am relegated to the grill again, heating up sausages. Now this -- this is my specialty. At home i always bring wurst to a barbeque. The Dekalb Famer's Market near me employees a wide range of ethnicities, and so there are tons of exotic sausages, but you have to act fast because quite often the sell out quickly. I always buy Apfelwurst, which is one that my German grandfather used to make. It is apple and cinnamon and allspice and pork ground together and stuffed in a sausage casing… Anyway, these were authentic polish sausages from Garp's neighborhood, and they were excellent.

Meanwhile, Hebe and Anthony set up a Toast Assembly line, with her working the toaster and Anthony manning our dwindling supply of butter. There was almost enough butter for all of the toast… With that accomplished, we head up to breakfast: quiche, sausages, bacon, pancakes with berries and/or maple syrup, toast. Divine. I, personally, think that the pancake is one of the greatest foodstuffs ever made, and Doug's were light and yummy. The sausages were excellent, the quiche was yummy. Yet another really great meal. 

I hearby nominate Doug to cater any and all CocteauFests going forward. Do i have a second?

Right after breakfast, Brandon and Mark head out to go back to Toronto. I, on the other hand, am feeling bloated, so i go to sit on the end of the dock (excellent shot BTW, Mr. Lama.) Doug comes and says that if i am riding with him, we have to leave. But mmmender and Anthony had agreed to drop me off, so i could stay another few hours. He is cool with that, so we all say goodbye and he leaves to take Katie to the airport.

It is during this time that Thack begins to scare me. The charango and its case are hurled into the lake. I did not see this act, but i was there to witness its outcome. At one point, he was up on the deck of the main house screaming at Anthony, who laughed and left to come down to the dock. Later Thack was seen to be arguing with a tree, and then he collapsed on the trail leading from the boathouse to the main house.

By this time Hebe and Elysium had joined myself and Anthony on the dock, and we decide to go swimming again. Elysium heads off to change, and she picks Thack up and carries him to the main house. There she is able to convince him to rest for a little while, which was a good idea. Thank you, Aimee.

Scott joins us, and we jump in the lake. This time i go in wrong, and end up getting water in my nose. Ouch, that hurts. It doesn't seem as cold today, perhaps because it was our second sunny day in a row, or perhaps i am getting acclimated.

During the swim, Anthony fetches the waterlogged charango, and Hebe gets that hilarious picture.

After a nice, pleasant swim, we get out and sit around. Jean wants to go boating, so i bring over the canoe while she looks for a paddle. She and Scott canoe around a bit, using the charango as a prop for comic relief. 

Hebe has to leave. Sean Montgomery is taking her to the airport, and a teary farewell is had. Hebe is a wonderful person with so much energy and enthusiasm. I am very glad she was able to make it to the Fest.

A fun few hours are passed, sitting on the dock in the sun and chatting with the group.

Eventually, mmmender decides that we need to hit the road, so Anthony and i start the process of getting ready to go. So we start getting ready to go…

Unfortunately, Thack had woken at that time and kept asking for a drink. "Why won't someone get me a drink?" he exclaimed angrily. He was kind of weaving unsteadily, so i helped him gather his laptop and accessories, then helped him throw his clothing and … stuff into his suitcase. Thack's possessions had kind of exploded in the small room that he was assigned to, so it took a few minutes to gather everything up.

Then, him still in his pajamas but with a long leather coat thrown overtop, we steered him towards the mmender mini van, as he continued to request a drink. We all got in while he stood there unsteadily, but he did eventually climb in on his own, and thus we hit the road.

Thack sort of babbled incoherently as he drifted in and out of consciousness during the first part of the drive, sometimes ranting angrily, sometimes claiming to be misunderstood. The whole incident shook me. My grandfather used to be like that, but he stopped drinking that hard when i was about 8. I have some vague, fuzzy memories from when i was a small child and him lurching about drunkenly, swearing and throwing things. He was a big man, about 6 and a half feet tall, and he worked in a steel mill in Pittsburgh, so he was burly, and very intimidating to a small child. Quite honestly, at that age he scared the crap out of me, and Thack's behavior reminded me of his… I honestly kept hoping that he would just pass out.

We hit the road and cruised along nicely for about half an hour, then we hit traffic. Bad traffic, backed up a long ways. Eventually we got near a gas station / Tim Horton's and we stopped. I ran in to get us a round of coffees while Anthony refueled the minivan. Then we crawled back out into traffic.

And sat, inching forward ever so slowly. And sat. And sat… Eventually we found the problem: the local DOT had a normally three lane road closed down to ONE LANE going over a bridge… It took us about 2 hours to travel 19 KM, according to the road signs. UGH!

After that traffic opened up and we cruised at a good speed, blaring mmmender's 40th birthday mixes as we sailed down the highway.

We stopped for a potty break at a convenience store / McDonald's. Thack got out of the car and stood there smoking in his long coat and plaid pants. I noticed that the families that parked to use the restroom tried to steer clear of him / us. Except for one poor little kid (a boy about 7 or so) who got out of the car as soon as it was stopped and ran to the bushes to puke his little guts out. His mom ran after him and kept looking at me saying, "I am so sorry." I tried to re-assure her that she did not need to apologize for her child being ill… Poor kid.

By this time it was dark, and mmmender put on the latest remaster of "Sgt. Pepper's Lonely Hearts Club Band". I know this album backwards and forwards, having grown up with it. You see, i am actually named after Sir Paul McCartney. No kidding – that is what my mother has always said regarding the origin of my name. She is a big fan, and i remember this playing at our house a lot. The new remaster sounds nice, and, quite honestly, "A Little Help From My Friends" is one of the greatest pop songs ever recorded, if not THE greatest pop song. Perfection.

Eventually we found ourselves at mmmender's house. She had called ahead to Rob to bring the kids out to meet us. Their eldest did not want to get up to meet his mother's weird friends, but the other two came out and shook hands with myself and Thack. I remember being a small child and meeting my parent's friends – it always seemed awkward. They did fine though – cute boys. And i got the chance to chat with Rob for a few minutes. He's such a nice guy…

And then Thack and i climbed into Anthony's car for the ride back. The highways were blocked, so we crossed Toronto to the Gardiner Expressway once again. On the Gardiner we got no love from the local DOT as they had the exit we needed to take to get to the airport closed off for construction, so we had to go a little bit out of our way. Anthony got me to the hotel at about 10 PM. I was exhausted, and i know that he was very tired. Anthony – you are a champ for all that driving on this date. Thank you so much.

So i said my goodbyes to him and Thack, then checked in and wandered up to my room. I took a long very hot shower, and arranged all of my luggage for tomorrow's travel. I then set the alarm for 7:15 so that i could make the 7:30 shuttle to the airport, and lay down. I was asleep almost immediately… 

Monday.21.September.2009

I woke refreshed and starving. I had not really eaten anything for dinner the night before. I figured that i would wait until i got to the airport. Also riding the 7:30 AM shuttle was a professional woman in an expensive suit, and a multi-racial couple from NY. Their accents really stuck out, after my days of being surrounded by Canadians.

I got to the airport and checked in with no hassle. Well, i did have to stand in line , fill out a customs form, and be grilled by an American TSA agent on my stay in Canada. But all that took maybe 30 minutes, tops.

Once inside the international concourse, i stopped to get a coffee from the coffee shop right past the entrance. It was run by Indian women, all of whom had a very American attitude towards their jobs. It was perfectly obvious that they hated their customers and were in no hurry to get anything done. Often all of the employees would disappear into the back room for a few minutes while a mob of people stood outside fuming and requiring coffee. I eventually got a cup of coffee and a banana, and went to sit at the gate and wait for my flight. 

The plane to Boston was a smaller one, and we had to get out and walk on the tarmac to get to it. That always strikes me as a strange experience, but the plane wasn't tiny – there were 4 seats to a row. Whatever.

The flight to Boston was uneventful flying. I spent most of it listening to CT on my Zune and staring out the window at the scenery flowing by beneath the plan.

We land in Boston, and i discover that i have to retrace my steps from Thursday, walking approximately a mile from the International area to the Delta area. And there, finally, i stop to get something to eat. I am so hungry by this point, that i actually eat fast food – a chicken sandwich from Wendy's. I then get a donut and a coffee from the Dunkin Donuts right there (this is Boston – there is a Dunkin Donuts every 15 feet, by law), and head to the gate.

I get there and sit. As soon as my ass hits the plastic airport seat the helpful Delta agent announces over the loudspeaker that, due to weather in Atlanta, the flight is delayed. Huh. I pull out the iPhone and look at local weather. Apparently while i was in Canada we had record rainfall and general flooding in Atlanta! Who knew? Fortunately my condo is on the second story, and the building is on a hill, so there would need to be really serious flooding for that to affect my home. But in the spring when we had serious storms a tree had lost a major branch that damaged the roof and caused a leak two units over. The insurance paid to replace the entire roof, but i was kind of worried about my home. This was the first serious test of the roof's integrity since it had been replaced.

Oh well, nothing to do but wait. And wait. I sit in the airport an finish the Phillip Jose Farmer book i was reading. So i pull out the Zune and listen and doze. Eventually, two and half hours late, we board the plane and take off.

During the flight i listen to the Zune and sit with my notebook open thinking about this trip, taking notes to jar my memory. I am sure that i have left some things out. And i am sure that my memory has spun certain events into weird shapes, twisting them to comfort my ego. I hope that i did not come across as an insufferable ass. Then again, i have met several of those people before and everyone seemed genuinely happy to see me, so i must be doing something right.

It was great seeing all of them again – Sean, Doug, ScottL, Anthony, Leesa, and even Rob briefly. It was also great to meet more CTForumites. I wished that Angela had been able to stay at least for breakfast on Sunday, in order to get to talk to her some more. It was a pleasure to meet her fellow Tennessean Katie as well, even if she is not a CT fan…

I thought about how i didn’t really get the chance to talk with AndyLama or Musette enough. Granted part of that had to do with Mr. Lama having The Hangover of the Fest (09 edition) on Sunday morning (i am pretty certain i had that in 2004 in LA. Oh Liz, that hurt!), but part of it had to do with my recent hissy fit and argument with them. Damn, that was a shame… They seem like nice people – really, you both do, but i was feeling wierded out about myself. Oh well.

I thought about how Thack worried and frightened me towards the end. Thack – you can be a great guy, maybe you need some help….

But then again, who doesn't? Not to say that any of us came across as totally nutso, but each of us had our quirks, our differences. It was great to get to spend time with those people. I have really grown to enjoy the Fest experience. Meeting people face to face; standing around drinking while chatting with them; sitting down to meals with them – these are things that draw human beings together. I can't explain it, and maybe i am completely full of shit, but this was one of the best weekends ever. I will cherish these memories….

But enough about that. 

The weather gets darker and bumpier the closer to Atlanta we get. And the flight seems to be taking a longer time that i has anticipated…

The Captain comes on the intercom. "They have had bad thunderstorms in Atlanta, and the airport has just reopened. We are going to make one pass and attempt to land. If that doesn't happen, we will divert to Columbia and land there." There are groans all around – no one wants to be forced to go to The Wrong Carolina. Oh well…

The landing is very bumpy, like being in a rollercoaster. Everyone claps and cheers when we touch down, and, despite the great trip, i was very happy to be home.

So where are we meeting up next year? 

