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 �While my interest in fandom continues to plummet, other events seem to 
portend improvements in my living arrangements.  I hardly know where to begin, so I’ll just blurt out 
the first thing that comes to mind.  That would be the hum in my left ear.  It’s caused by my new air 
conditioner.  It’s a Danby, 10,000 BTU unit and it’s keeping me as cool as a cucumber in a crisper.  
The new unit has a remote control, three operating modes (including one energy-saver) and a digital 
read-out that displays temperatures instead of an arbitrary power setting.  There had been some issue 
with how much of an electrical load the new unit would put on my living room circuit.  That particular 
outlet supported my computer, monitor, wi-fi Internet connection and desk phone as well.  The 
maintenance guy for the building said 5,000 BTUs was all the circuit would take.  5,000 BTU was far 
too little to air condition a room of that size, however, so I gambled on newer A/Cs being much more 
energy efficient.  The gamble paid off.  I left it on the energy-saving mode last night while I slept, and 
was delighted to learn that the new unit lowered the temperature in my bedroom all the way from the 
living room!  Nor did the breakers ever trip.  I’m looking forward to being comfortably cool all this 
summer. 
 
Steven, my fix-it friend, helped me install the air conditioner.  Did I say, “help.”  More accurately, he 
did 90% of the work.  Steve bought it for me from Home Depot, he brought it over, he pulled the old 
unit out of the living room window, he did most of the hoisting to get the new unit in, and he moved 
the dead unit to the garbage chute for me.  I lent my rubbery muscles here and there, and mopped up 
some dripping water, but that was about the limit of my ability.  As soon as everything was ship-shape, 
I declared I wouldn’t pay him a penny more and slipped the full amount on the bill of sale into his 
hand. 
 
Steven will be helping with my new computer, as well.  I shopped around on-line, and the system that 
best suited my needs appeared to be an Acer.  It was priced around $600, which was a step or two up 
from the cheapest new model.  As I recall, it has an i5 processor, runs at 3.0 GHz, has 4 GB of RAM, 
and a .5 terabyte hard drive.  It was advertised as coming with Windows 7 installed.  Goodie.  I have 
no desire to find out what pitfalls might await me if I tried to adapt my files and other software to an 
operating system as flashy and giddy as Windows 8 – which seems to have been designed more for 
use with tablets and smart phones than a for-real computer.  The new system has already been bought 
as I write this, and Steven will bring it over in a week or two.  I’m all goose bumps … but, to be 
honest, some of that is stark fear.  Getting it set up properly is going to take days of work, and no 
doubt much frustration. 
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But it was getting to the point where getting a new computer couldn’t be put off any longer.  A couple 
of months ago, Windows had left XP users like me dangling.  Google Chrome had stopped sending me 
updates for my web browser, because my processor wouldn’t run them.  Web sites were downloading 
like molasses dripping out of a cold straw.  Too often, ACDSee would collapse before opening a file 
or folder I had clicked on.  The web browser froze up for a minute at a time, and even crashed 
altogether.   All this misbehavior boiled down to too much demand on a processor that was far too old 
and slow.  I was heartily sick of it. 
 
It’s not every day I spend a thousand dollars.  It’s not even every year.  I can’t actually think of the last 
time I spent that much money in such short period of time, for so few separate things.  Fortunately, my 
disability pension is far more generous than welfare ever was – never mind what I was actually able to 
learn while I was self-employed – so I can save a reasonable amount every month.  Also, I received a 
back payment that got my dragon’s hoard off to a roaring good start. 
 
The good news isn’t finished.  A couple of days ago, a social worker and a company rep brought over 
a demonstration model of a power chair.  I admit that I’m a bit embarrassed about this.  I preferred an 
electric scooter.   A scooter is only one step away from a Vespa in my mind.  But a mobile chair 
makes a statement – “look out for the disabled guy.”  I know I shouldn’t think that way, but for a long 
time my robust nature has been part of my personal identity.  Advertising the failure of my physique to 
live up to my self-image was not something I looked forward to.   Despite that, I found the chair very 
comfortable, and it was extremely easy to control.  A subtle twist of the wrist was all it took to steer, 
and it would literally turn 360 degrees on a dime!  I was told it would drive 25 km on a full charge, 
and had a top speed of 6 kph.  (That’s about 4 mph.)  It recharged from any ordinary electrical socket 
without first having to discharge the battery fully.  In fact, running the battery down to zero was bad 
for it.  So the chair sounds perfect.  The clincher is that a scooter might not have fit in my small 
apartment. 
 
Whether a scooter or a power chair, the only place I could think of parking it was in the hall, in front 
of the door.  When I needed to get out, I’d have had to move the wheels, or edge sideways around 
them.  The social worker flatly told me that wasn’t good enough.   I hate to admit it, but she was right.  
But that left me in a pickle … in my cramped, well-organized apartment, how was I to find space for a 
vehicle half the size of the Mars Science Laboratory?  Where there’s a will, there is always a way, 
fortunately … but only if you plan well in advance.  I spent at least three days thinking about how I 
could move A to B, if I moved B to C, C to D and so on, shedding unnecessary junk along the way.  
Once I was firm in my mind as to how the move was to be done, I started in, carrying out the 
rearrangements, one step at a time, over a period of days.   When I was finished, I was as pleased with 
myself as though I had freed the slaves or established World peace.  Nor was I done a moment too 
soon.  The social worker phoned me a day or two later, and asked if I had made satisfactory progress 
making space, yet.   “I had,” I said, and she set a date to bring over the demo. 
 
Even though such scooters and chairs may cost more than $3,000, the most delightful part of this story 
is that it won’t cost me a penny.  The province of Ontario has a program that provides the disabled 
with mobile assistance.  I know it’s wicked.  Some poor, deserving millionaire will have to wait an 
entire month before he is able to install stereo air conditioners in the back seat of his second stretch 
Mercedes.  But, you know what?  I don’t care.  I’m going to be able to go out and selfishly enjoy the 
fresh air and sunlight this summer, or go shopping for necessities, without the agony of dragging 
myself 50 feet at a time, from one uncomfortable sitting place to the next.  Until you’ve sat on a low 
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curb or a step in the snow, breathing hard with an aching hip, and 25 pounds of groceries in a 
backpack, you don’t know how much that matters. 
 
Meanwhile, all around me I see people’s lives are going to hell.  But for once it isn’t me.  I see a 
glimmer of light ahead, and it’s a good feeling. 
 
As long as my life seems to be on the right track again, I think I’m good, too, if fandom goes its way 
while I go mine.  We may meet again. 
 

����
���������	
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� ��The River is a friendly little used bookstore near where I live.  It 
opened merely four years ago, and it is already closing.  Bummer.  The books were rock bottom cheap 
and acquired with care.  There were no shelves loaded with dog-eared Harlequin Romances or broken-
backed copies of Dan Brown.  I never spent as much at The River as I’d have liked.  However, until 
recently, I haven’t had much money for books.  This year, I finally began to enjoy more disposable 
income, but then the problem was I didn’t have the space for more books.  With great difficulty, I shed 
large numbers of books that were no longer quite unthinkable to part with.  Some of them I had to give 
to the Salvation Army down the street, some I was able to sell to The River.  Ironically, I bought back 
about as many as I sold the store, and the net result was a negligible saving of shelf space.  Then I 
brought even more books, movies and music home from The River.   At this point, I may well be 
worse off than I was before.  Maybe it’s just as well that The River will shortly be closing its doors for 
the last time. 
 
In it’s early days, The River used to host readings, literary discussion groups and workshops.  They 
gradually disappeared over the next year or so, for what reason I can’t say.  I wasn’t a participant.  
Prices for the books began to creep upward, as well.  Some of the homey feeling of the store grew 
more business-like.  Nevertheless, I liked dropping in whenever I passed by, and chewing the fat with 
either David, or his sister Mary, whichever was minding the shop.  David was a character.  He had 
been a biker when a younger man.  Unfortunately, rising prices reflected rising rents as Parkdale 
slowly gentrified.  After four years, David decided that street trade was unable to keep up.  His plan is 
to move the store to Hamilton, a smaller city about an hour’s drive from Toronto.  Because of the steel 
mills, nobody wants to live there, but rents are cheaper.  It seems that Toronto is growing too big and 
too desirable a place to live for its own good … small bookstores can no longer survive here.  Even 
large bookstores are struggling against the rising tide of affluence and on-line shopping. 
 
When I told Hope Liebowitz about The River’s closing, and the 30% closing discount, she said she 
wanted to visit me in Parkdale, to see the bookstore one last time.   Yet, despite having come all the 
way to Parkdale from North York, specifically to buy books, as far as I could see Hope bought very 
little –a collection on CD of Janis Joplin, and some cheap SF paperbacks.  If I had come so far, I 
would have felt obliged to go home with a shopping bag full of purchases.  Did I say Hope could be a 
little peculiar? 
 
Unexpectedly, Hope was also interested in watching a movie on my big screen TV.  Normally, Hope 
has no interest in animated films, so I was surprised when she said she wanted to see How to Train 
Your Dragon.  This is a wonderful film, mind you, and I was happy to show it to her … but why this 
film?  Why not Cars, Despicable Me or Up?  Still, the same question could be asked of any request 
she made, so I let it go.  Since she would be here long enough to need dinner, we decided I’d cook 
something for the both of us. 
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If you haven’t met Hope at a convention, I have to warn you that she lives by a logic of her own.  For 
instance, at the butcher shop we visited she complained that the chicken breasts laid out on display 
were too big.  We didn’t need that much protein in a meal, which by natural law must be five parts 
green vegetable to one part lean meat.  That was the first occasion on which I had heard of this law.  
Fat was bad; I knew that much.  But what harm was their in fatless chicken breast?  You could eat a 
bucket of it, and it would be all to the good as far as I knew.  I promised Hope that I would swap the 
fresh chicken breast for one in my freezer – one that I knew was quite a bit smaller, as it was only a 
portion for one.  Our next stop was in a small grocery, where we improvised the rest of the meal.  At 
$4 a head, the cauliflower was out, but the price of the broccoli was considerably less shocking.  I 
suggested we add baby corn to it, and make a stir-fry.  Hope carefully inspected the label of the can of 
corn and said there was too much salt, but it would be all right if we poured the liquid out.  Next, Hope 
suggested we add tofu.  It was more unneeded protein, but, seeing that our options were limited, she 
thought it would be all right this one time. 
 
After thawing, I chopped the small chicken breast from my freezer into short strips, and threw them 
into a wok with a bit of oil.  Next, I drained the baby corn and threw it in with the chicken.  While they 
cooked in oil, I worked on the brocc, chopping away the stalk and dividing the head up into 
manageable bunches.  That was when Hope stopped me.  “You aren’t going to throw away the best 
part,” she said.  I looked at the cutting board … what “best” part?  It turned out that Hope liked the 
stalk.  To be fair, I usually chopped the tenderest part of the stalk myself, since the head is usually 
small.   But I was dumbfounded that someone actually admitted that she liked the stalk in particular.  
Once I threw the brocc into the wok with the corn and chicken, Hope opened the tofu.  She chopped it 
into cubes and scrapped them off the cutting board into the wok, while I added a dash or two of soy 
sauce.  Not before Hope carefully checked the label on the bottle for it’s salt content, of course.  She 
tsked, but you simply cannot do a stir-fry without soy sauce or something much like it.  Then I added 
the last of the peanut sauce from the fridge, ginger powder, ground chilies and garlic from my spice 
rack, and some sesame seeds for good measure.  Since Hope had given me the peanut sauce, she didn’t 
need to check the ingredients on the label.  I was a bit uncertain about adding sesame seeds, though.  
On top of the other spices, wouldn’t it just muddy the palette?  Hope said it was fine, so I tossed in 
about a teaspoon.  And, lo, dinner was just fine!  Hope congratulated the chef as he wolfed down the 
meal with her.  Into the bargain, I had doubled the size of the chicken breast in my freezer.  I was very 
pleased with myself. 
 
The movie, How to Train Your Dragon, is four years old.  There is now a sequel hitting the theaters, 
and it might have been the publicity for it that put the notion of seeing How to Train Your Dragon in 
Hope’s mind.  Then again, I don’t know of any time when Hope had been exposed to publicity and 
wanted to see any other animated feature.  Perhaps we will never know why she wanted to see this 
particular one. 
 
At the start of the film, the viewer is presented with a night attack of dragons on the Viking village of 
Berk.  Dragons fill the sky, blotting out the moon.  Fire swells as it engulfs village rooftops.  Warriors 
rush every which way, swinging broadswords, and – when occasion demands it –mightily punch 
dragons full in the snoot.  Watching all this well orchestrated mayhem, the viewer learns that there is a 
less than amicable state of relations between Viking and Dragon.  We also learn that Hiccup, our 
protagonist, is weedy and unusually partial to book learning for a Viking.   We are also introduced to 
Stoick the Vast, Hiccup’s father – a brute even among warrior Vikings, but a fond pater nonetheless.  
Among other Vikings who we meet is Gobber the Belch, the blacksmith who was relieved of one arm 
and one leg in past battles with Berk’s fire-breathing enemies.  It wasn’t long before Hope declared 
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that she didn’t like the opening.  It was too violent.  Ten minutes later, she announced that she didn’t 
realize Goober was missing limbs.  Finally, she asked in a puzzled voice why everyone looked funny. 
 
“It’s a cartoon,” I said. 
 
“I know, but why don’t they look like real people?”  There didn’t seem to be anyway to answer that. 
 
But, you know, at the end of How to Train Your Dragon, Hope cried like the widow who just 
discovered that her late husband had willed his entire estate to his club, and left her penniless.  That 
meant that, despite everything, Hope loved the movie! 
 
Hope is a funny lady.  I know I said that already.  But she had a good time, and in retrospect I didn’t 
have too shabby a time of it myself.  At the end of the evening, I said we’d have to do it again 
sometime, and meant it.  To my astonishment, Hope gave me a peck on the cheek, just the way Astrid 
kissed Hiccup in the movie, and said, “That’s for the dinner.”  I gave her a swat on the shoulder and 
said, “That’s for everything else” … also just like Astrid.  After that, the end credits rolled over the 
elevator door closing. 
 
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
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That said, however, the philistines who control the public purse strings in America have shown they 
have as little interest in the abstract as did the Spanish Crown in 1492.  NASA has struggled for the 
last 40 years to maintain its budget, at times clearly showing the pinch.  With the Chinese now 
reaching into space, there is a dismaying possibility of Beijing’s secretive control closing over portions 
of the solar system.  Plainly, India is also interested in gaining an independent foothold in space, 
perhaps in the hope that otherworld resources can propel their nation into the ranks of the First World.  
The presence of either country in space might well compromise America’s own interest in raping the 
solar system for profit, so I’m pretty sure the US will shortly begin showing more enthusiasm for its 
own space program.  Regardless of motives, this will be a Good Thing. 
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