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Some days I don’t even know where I’m from 
anymore. Most days I can’t remember what town 
I’ve left or where I’m heading to. I might forget 
the names and the faces but it’s the stories I  
remember. They find their way into my songs. 
These are your stories. 

Why do I continue to write songs and release music and tour? Perhaps I do it for my own selfish reasons:  
ego; acceptance; freedom; internal rewards. It appears to have nothing to do with money and everything 
to do with that which money cannot buy. It’s a mystery. It’s illusive. It is magic and mayhem. It’s often a lie, 
but it feels closer to the truth than anything I’ve ever known. For the time being, it’s a living.

Depending on the venue and where I’m touring, I’ll often perform with regional players.  This has allowed 
me to meet so many amazingly artistic souls out there. For example, how else could I meet a man like  
Donnie Zueff from Beausejour, Manitoba? Who is Donnie you might ask?

Donnie is not only a great fiddle player, he’s a walking, talking encyclopaedia of Canadian music. By the 
time we hooked up, he had learned my catalogue of songs and we were off for a two-week tour together. 
I couldn’t have been more satisfied with my new road companion. I was not only treated to fiddle virtuosity 
during our live performances, but classic Canadian road stories from a guy who’d played through every 
decade from the 60’s onward. Among the highlights were stories of his childhood friend Burton Cummings 
to his time spent in the Canadian music scene from then until now. 

Our discussions often shifted toward his main gig for many years touring with a Canadian songwriter 
Rick Neufeld, a folk singer who played at coffeehouses throughout North America and who also wrote 
the beautiful, iconic song entitled ‘Moody Manitoba Morning’. It’s such a great song and it seemed that 
wherever Donnie and I performed across Manitoba, people of certain generation knew that song as it if 
were part of their DNA. 

“Hey Donnie, did you ever ask Rick how he wrote that one? It sounds like it 
came to him quickly?”

“Well, I think it did. The good ones always do, eh?” he replied. 

“That song really captures the essence of this landscape if you know what  
I’m saying?“ I said. 

“Do I know what you’re saying? I’ve only played that song thousands of times 
with Neuf and it gives me shivers every time. You’re lucky if you can write one  
of those songs in your career Jay!“

This is how our conversation went during our long drives between shows. Donnie enjoyed driving as much 
as I did. He held the same philosophy on how it helped him meditate and fuel his creativity. I agreed 
with Donnie, telling him I did most of my best song-writing when I had the car on cruise and could just let 
the highway drift by. 

At one point, our conversation shifted from music to food and how to live with a champagne appetite on  
a beer income. 

“Yeah, well once you get to the point where you can cook a full roast beef 
dinner with aluminum foil and chicken wire on the engine block, then you’ll 
know you’ve arrived,” Donnie said with a smile. 

“Oh that old standby,” I replied. “Heard of it but never tried it! So let me guess, 
you fed your band mates seven-course meals five nights a week with that trick?”

“It’s hard to believe buddy but happiness really IS only a cheap cut of beef, 
some tin foil and eight hours of open road.” 

Preface
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We were about two weeks on the road during that segment of the tour when Donnie suggested that I 
consider recording a live show. 

“You should capture this part of your musical journey with a live recording. It’s a 
great experience and you’ll always have it as a testament to where you were this 
point in your career and life. It’s all coming back to this anyway,” he added with 
conviction.

“What do you mean” I replied?

“Well, music has always been a community thing. It’s always been about people 
playing songs for their friends and family. You know the way it was around 
the around the campfires and in the kitchens and back porches and barns and 
dance halls. It’s all coming back. If you ever take it more seriously than what it is, 
then the fun is gone.” 

Profoundly he added, “Why do they call it playing music? They call it playing 
music because it’s meant to be fun. It brings me down when musicians take it for 
more than that. You know what I mean? Anyway, I think you should just get your 
band together and make a live CD.  Record the songs you’ve written that mean 
the most to you!”

“I can’t disagree with that logic Donnie,’ I responded. “I agree with you.  
Everything is coming around full circle.”

After a few great weeks of shows the Manitoba portion of my tour was complete. I’d come away learning 
more about Manitoba socials, the Pierogi line, Ukranians and Mennonites, fiddles, accordions, rock’n 
rollers, farmers, hippies and best of all, how to cook a pot roast on an engine block. Hell, it beats working 
for a living. 

Before Donnie and I went our separate ways, I had to ask him one last time. 
“What did your dad say when you told him you wanted to learn to play the 
violin?”

“Well, when I told him I wanted to play the violin, he responded in his thick 
Russian accent: ‘Vy do you vant to learn the wyolin? Vy don’t you learn some-
thing that vill make you money, like the accordion?’” 

“Oh man I love that one. Thanks again for the laugh’s man. Good luck with 
the D. Rangers reunion next year!” 

“For sure Jay. See you on the trail. Make a live recording! It’s important.”

I drove westward to meet Sahra Featherstone who had been accompanying me on violin and harp 
during many of my Toronto shows during that past year. Sahra’s command over both instruments  
is astounding. For over twenty years she has toured the world with a who’s who of musicians. When  
I ask her about the essence of her musical journey she inevitably grins and says, “It’s who I am.” 

She was flying into Calgary in a few days where we’d meet up and perform three weeks of shows 
throughout Alberta and into the beautiful islands of British Columbia. 

When we finally met I immediately discussed Donnie’s idea of capturing a live recording. 

We talked about it at length for another two weeks. Our talks ventured into the current realities 
of music industry. The amazing shows, the soul-destroying shows, and the toll it can take on the 
psyche and body.

It was during one of these long conversations that I revealed my darkest musical secret. I disclosed how 
I was once so spiritually and financially bankrupt I threw artistic caution to the wind and jumped onto 
a cruise ship for a few months to perform the North American songbook as though I was a poor man’s 
Wayne Newton. 

Jays book single pages June 20 CD.indd   6 6/21/15   5:40 PM



5

“Aymar, if you don’t write a book and put that story in it, I’ll disown you!” Sahra 
warned. 

“Ok Featherstone, as long as you allow me to share your bad artistic decisions 
too!” 

“No way man. I don’t sell out and tell!” 

We meandered our way through the BC islands playing to appreciative audiences and taking in the 
spectacular scenery. There’s nothing quite like an outdoor concert with mountains painting the distant sky 
against a full moon. We eventually found ourselves in Squamish, BC, staring at Big Chief, the Canadian 
mountain climber’s mecca. Sahra would stay here for a while to climb the mountain while I ventured 
eastward to continue on with my tour. 

I returned home a month later to decompress and get back to some much need bookwork. Soon afterward 
I received a call from David and Janet Tangness, a couple who’d seen my show at The Apollo in Thunder 
Bay, Ontario earlier that summer. They were interested in booking me for a series they ran.

“Jay, we might be able to have you record this in Janet’s small church in 
Scarborough, ON. She’s part of the choir and we’ve successfully put on shows 
there in the past!”

“Wow David.  The acoustics would be amazing. I think we should do it!” 

The next morning I contacted my band and we pulled it together:  Vivienne Wilder, double bass; Joe 
Ernewein, guitar and piano; Sahra Featherstone, violin and harp; and yours truly, guitar and vocals. I 
was even lucky enough to have my friend Jadea Kelly join me on a few songs. The next call was to 
my faithful studio engineer, Chris Hess who was more than willing to help capture the live recording. 

The song selections were deliberate. They were mostly songs I’d written about questioning spirituality. They 
were songs about the bigger questions. Even the fun songs and the love songs would have a spiritual 
component. I would call it “The Chicken Came First”, culled from the line of a brand new song I’d just 
finished. 

While ruminating on how the live show should play out, a number of ideas ran through my head. Should 
I add a long accompanying booklet? Maybe I should offer some short stories?  Maybe Featherstone is 
right? Maybe I should turn this into a book? Maybe I could add some illustrations to compliment some 
song scores?

I wondered if Pearl Rachinsky, a Canadian artist and illustrator I’ve long admired, would be interested 
in illustrating the book for me. One phone call later and a lengthy discussion about chickens and Pearl 
agreed.

So, on February 7, 2015 we assembled into the small Trinity Church just east of Toronto, Ontario and 
made the live recording. It was the perfect choice.

Soon afterwards, I tidied up a few of my short stories and prepared them for the accompanying book.

The Chicken Came First (and other half-truths from my life as a touring songwriter).

I hope you like it. 

Jay

June 10, 2015
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Chapter 1

      From Hockey to Har ves t  in One Punch

 
It was 7:00 p.m. on another sub-zero, deep-freeze night at the Pee Wee arena in 
Sault Ste. Marie, Ontario. On the way into the rink, you could see puffs of smoke 
from the Algoma Steel mill choking out the west-end residents of ‘the Soo’ below  
the hill. If the men weren’t busting their backs in the mill, they were hanging around 
a cold patch of ice most nights, whether it was to watch their kids or the local 
team from the major juniors, the Soo Greyhounds. That’s how it was then. That’s 
how it still is. Some things never change.

That night, it was supposed to be my big chance to prove to the world (well, my 
world anyway) that little guys could still come out on top, and I was ready for 
the fight.  My skates were all laced up. Equipment on. Gloves and helmet at the 
ready. Stick taped. Butterflies planted firmly in stomach and ready to take flight.  
I couldn’t wait to get out on the ice! 

Into the change room walked our coach Steve, who said “Okay guys, you know 
the drill. It’s the last game of the season and a win means we win the league 
championship. If we lose, well that’s okay too.” He was a great coach that way.  
He’d put me up on right-wing that year, moving me up from defence because he 
thought I was a natural passer.

 In fact, the coach had me on the first line with two guys that were so good I was 
racking up assists just by stepping onto the ice. It was the beginning of the era 
where they were giving two assists for every goal and, as a result, my assist tally 
was unfairly high. I mean, I wasn’t a bad hockey player but I wasn’t a “standout” 
either. I like to equate my sports career with my school career: a lifelong C+ to 
B- student, with the occasional B+ to create excitement. Every teacher invariably 
wrote on my dreaded report cards “James could do better if he applied himself 
more.” The only difference between hockey and school being that I was giving 
100 per cent of my thoughts and energy to hockey. That’s the simple truth. 

That’s the way I felt about it back then. I was having a blast. Hockey was every-
thing. I was going to be the next Bobby Orr! I was going to make the NHL! I 
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was twelve-years-old and this was my self-declared trajectory. I went to bed every 
night dreaming of it. (I also dreamt of a chestnut-haired girl that sat in front of me 
in school, but that’s another story).  But to be excellent at something takes a lot 
of hard work and natural talent. For starters, I had the build of twig - not even a 
broom-pole yet - an actual twig. As they would say, I was 90 pounds soaking 
wet with my clothes on!

But on this night the “hockey dream” was all consuming. I could hear the hockey 
parents outside of the dressing room and in the bleachers making noise with 
their air horns and cans of rocks fashioned into shakers. On this night the arena 
was packed in tight because it was the final league championship game before 
the playoffs. Winner take all. On this night, nothing else mattered (not even the 
chestnut-haired girl). 

The coach leaned into my ear and said “Aymar, the league score keeper informed 
me today that you‘re tied for most points overall with a player we’re up against 
tonight!” 

“Really?” I questioned, knowing (as he did) that my standing was all as a result  
of having the league’s top two goal scorers playing on my line. 

“Yes, that big defenseman of theirs, Dennis Vial and you are tied. Whoever gets 
the most points between the two of you tonight gets a trophy!” 

As if I wasn’t pumped up enough I couldn’t keep the excitement from my smile.  
I raced to the ice and joined in on the pre-game drills. My dad had been coming 
to most of my games that year (which was a luxury he couldn’t quite afford his 
other seven children during his years on the road in a corporate sales position) 
but for this particular game he was out of town. I was still playing for him though.  
After all, our offer stood that year that I’d get fifty cents for an assist and a dollar 
for a goal. I was doing okay! 

The first period came and went without much fanfare. Then in the second period, 
our centre iceman scored a beauty. He flew by their defenseman and in a classic 
“give-and-go” move and I fed him the puck on a breakaway and whammo – top 
shelf! Heroes: one. Zero’s:  none. 

 As the period ended, I’ll never forget that poor kid who was playing defence on 
that goal.  While we all walked into our dressing room, his father met him at the 
rink boards, ripped his helmet off and slapped him firmly in the face. He threw 
his own son up against the wall and went crazy on him. I felt so bad for that guy. 
All I could think of was how lucky I was to have parents who only ever said it 
was all about having fun – win or lose! Period! At that moment, I realized how 
right they were.  

7
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The second period saw their team score a goal to tie it up. Over the rink 
speakers “…assisted by number 10, Denis Vial.” And so we were tied as 
teams and individual players. 

The third period started off fast. The action was swift and the fans were going 
crazy.  I found myself back in our zone with the puck and found an opening 
down centre ice. I started to carry it through the neutral zone with the intention 
of dumping it in. I looked up and noticed I was surrounded by a circle of play-
ers from both teams. When I looked up again, I saw Dennis Vial coming at me, 
but not coming at me for the puck; Dennis had already decided he was going to 
eliminate his competition the easy way. He skated directly toward me and within 
a flash, knocked me out with one punch. They told me later that he wasn’t 
penalized as the referees couldn’t see the action in the scrum.

I woke up in the dressing room with the team around me informing me of our  
one-goal loss and how Vial went on to score the goal. 

“Wait, what happened? How long have I been out?  So we didn’t win? No 
trophy?” 

It was a hard lesson to learn at such young age. Darwinism has a way of teaching 
itself and I was relieved. Hockey was getting brutal and I had black eye to prove 
it.  Secondly, without warning, those thoughts of the chestnut-haired girl in my 
class soon overruled the desire to be Bobby Orr and suddenly, the hockey work 
ethic waned. Well, let’s be honest it went down to an F-.  Innocence lost and it 
only took one punch. Well, it sure felt like that. 

Besides, at that point, the only thing I’d ever won was a writing contest earlier 
that fall.  The class assignment was to write a poem about anything. For some 
reason I made mine about a guy trying to talk his buddy out of jumping off of a 
cliff. The final two lines “within my heart there stood a lump, he took the jump!”   
It seems the teachers were quite concerned that this was a true story and I had  
to defend my first-ever bit of creativity with an explanation. 

“Oh this was strictly just from my imagination.” 
“Well, did someone help you write it?” 
“No, I just wrote that quickly in about twenty minutes.” 
“Well, we’re going to have to believe you then. We want you to meet Frank Paci 
when he comes to school next week!” 

(Frank Paci, Italian-Canadian novelist and teacher now residing in Toronto, was an 
author from our hometown who was quite well known for his book The Italians. He 
had just finished another fiction novel , Black Madonna, and he signed a copy 
for me. That interchange didn’t seem important at the time, but grew to have 
great significance for me many years later.)  
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Oh by the way, Denis Vial went on the have a long, illustrious career as an NHL 
tough guy for the Ottawa Senators and a few other teams. I wound up discovering 
hacky sack, bush parties and music. For me, that game was the end of it for 
hockey. I had found so much joy playing sports all of those years but the dream 
of becoming an accomplished hockey player just seemed to fade away. I truly 
‘awoke’ from that game four years later while staring out at the willow tree in our 
back yard listening to Neil Young sing “Dream up, dream up, let me fill your cup, 
with the promise of a man.” That is when I found my new dream and my true 
calling – music and song writing.

The best part of playing sports was always the fun I had playing with my original 
buddies. We had a great outdoor rink in our neighbourhood (Monterey Gardens). 
In the winters we would play there every single day after school. If it wasn’t 
hockey in the winter, it was football, baseball or basketball in the summer. Soccer 
was just coming on to the scene then so that became fun for a few years. We had 
a tennis and basketball court and ball diamonds right at our fingertips. Someone 
had even carved out a four-hole golf course in the park which required nothing 
other than a nine iron a few old chewed up Titleist’s. Such were the days when 
that’s all that seemed to matter and we were free to play. 

There were generations of kids who played these same courts and rinks and 
diamonds. My thirty first-cousins and their friends from the neighbourhood just 
added to the excitement.  It was always the same cast and crew who showed 
up to play. The same guys I’ve known since grade two, and the same guys I still 
consider my best friends to this day: Mel, Andy, Ters, Humphry, Bo, Greengrass, 
Burnsie, Saints, Deli.  

Some of the guys kept on with sports to a higher level but most of us cashed it in 
by grade nine. Our dreams had been dashed and suddenly life became about 
everything else: girls, parties, cars, school, part-time jobs – the fun and fear of 
it all. 

And without organized sports such as hockey, I had more free time.  I woke up 
one Saturday morning and went into the family room where my mom and dad 
had put the new stereo console and thanks to my siblings, there was already a 
decent collection of albums to choose from. I decided I was going to play a  
random album that any one of my siblings may have purchased years ago. I 
was fourteen-years-old and remember it as though it was yesterday. 

I dropped the needle on Neil Young’s Harvest. (Admittedly, for the five years leading  
up to this, I’d become an enormous Beatle fan. Sounds a bit cliché I guess, but to 
me The Beatles will always and forever be my Beethoven and my Louis Armstrong.  
I have everything The Beatles have ever done, front to back, read all of the 

9
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books, can play all of their songs. They are in my hard-wiring.) But on this day, 
as I sat looking out the window from my dad’s plaid leather swivel chair, and 
I heard the song ”Heart of Gold”. I immediately wanted to hear it again and 
again and again! In fact, the obsession hit ridiculous proportions. 

That summer, I found a ratty old jean jacket left behind in one of our coat closets 
by someone, from somewhere. A light blue faded Levi’s gem. Over the years the 
previous owner had embroidered some cool peace signs and mountains and 
stars on it. To me, it was the coolest jacket on the planet. I thought to myself “this 
is what Neil would wear”, knowing only the picture of him from the back of the 
Harvest album cover. I claimed the orphaned jacket as my own and wore it all 
summer long. I even took it to our family camp on St. Joseph’s Island on north the 
channel of Lake Huron, (just east of the mouth of the St. Mary’s River which drains 
Lake Superior and acts as a border between the USA and Canada). It was the 
same summer I received my first real kiss on the swing set by the cenotaph in 
the little village. It was beginning to feel like the best summer of my life. That girl 
helped paint the Harvest album cover the back of the jean jacket. I loved that 
jacket and every single thing it represented. 

That’s what happened when I discovered a record like Harvest. I smothered it. 
I devoured it to the point of exhaustion. I put it on my jacket like a badge of 
honour for three years. I continued to play that record for the next two months 
until I couldn’t possibly play it anymore. I dug around our vinyl collection until I 
discovered some other Neil gems among the stash.  After the Gold Rush and Neil 
Young (self-titled) among them. I became immediately obsessed with folk music. 
The closest I had come to that sound was listening to the Beatles Revolver or 
some songs on the White Album. That’s how green I was. 

 
A Journey Through the Past 

I didn’t come from a musical family. We had a piano in our family room but that 
was only played sporadically by my mother and a few siblings. There was a random 
Hawaiian guitar in the house, but it was really only a toy.  I’m often envious of 
those who grew up musical homes. Like the Maritimers who grew up having 
the sounds of fiddles and guitars in their blood. It happens for them around the 
kitchen table when their still crawling around. They have no choice! That’s just 
something I’ll forever wish I had been exposed to. Then again, you can’t have it 
all and I wouldn’t trade a minute of my childhood for anyone else’s. I mean that.

I can remember so clearly the gems in that record collection which I would go  
on to absorb over those years. Woodstock, Johnny Cash, Bob Dylan, Joni Mitchell,  
Gordon Lightfoot, Fleetwood Mac, Miles Davis, Santana, Frank Zappa, 
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John Coltrane, Cheech and Chong, Arlo Guthrie, Nat King Cole, The Rolling 
Stones, The Who, Led Zeppelin, Frank Sinatra, Carole King, the complete Beatles 
and on and on and on. In retrospect, a pretty standard record collection really, 
but for me, a brave new world.

I suddenly realized that it was the ‘sound’ of Neil Young’s records that were doing 
it for me. It felt warm and honest and inviting. Like a walk with your favourite girl 
holding hands on a crisp autumn day. That’s what early Neil sounds like to me. (I 
said early Neil!) Then I heard Dylan’s The Times They are  Changing album, right 
around the time we were being taught rudimentary concepts of socialism in high 
school. Marxist-Leninist (sounded a bit like Lennon and McCartney to me!), so it 
fell in line with what Dylan seemed to be singing about. I was intrigued. I started 
reading the textbooks left behind by my siblings in the basement bookshelves. It 
all started making sense. I was too young to fully grasp it all but I was certainly 
going through my own enlightenment. 

I remember finally coming across Eli Wiesel’s book entitled Night about his 
childhood holocaust experience. It changed my life. I had nightmares for months 
afterwards and made a vow to myself that I would forever try to live as a pacifist. 
But beyond that I realized it was music with insightful words that elevated my 
emotions to another level – a higher place. What a thought. What a discovery!

These song writers were more than just a sound, they had something to say. 

It seemed all roads led to more discoveries through literature and music. I found 
our local library was the best resource. Here I found hidden gems from Alan 
Lomax recordings to Pete Seeger children’s albums.  The entire thing infected me 
with such passion and joy, I soon realized it was time to save my paper route 
money and get a guitar and learn how to do this myself. 

Good thing my dad was semi-retired by then because he really did take the time 
to help me out with this new passion. We went down to the local music store and 
without having a clue about how to get started the local shop owner convinced 
us that the used Hondo Flying V electric guitar would be the best purchase for 
me. Huh? I actually bought that and a Fender amplifier? Huh? I took five lessons 
until the instructor told me to just learn by ear as I had a hard time reading and 
learning sheet music.  I remember learning Neil Young’s “Heart of Gold”, Cat 
Steven’s “Moonshadow”, Don McLean’s “American Pie” and The Beatles “Rocky 
Raccoon” and “Blackbird”. 

I would cart that electric guitar around with me everywhere. Finally, one of my 
brothers came home with a used acoustic guitar that was pretty battered, and for 
whatever reason, that’s all I wanted to play. The acoustic took over and the Flying 
V soon collected dust.  

11
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My first ever public appearance was a Grade 13 end of the year talent show. 
At the time, a girl I’d been dating told my English teacher that I’d been playing 
guitar and writing songs. For once I was called to the principles for a positive 
reason.  They asked me to audition and then offered me the closing spot for the 
show. This made no sense at all. There were accomplished amateur dancers and 
singers and young actors and debaters and jugglers and magicians. Some kids 
had devoted their lives to this and were brilliant. 

It was then I realized the power of popular music. The teachers were all likely 
getting stoned to Cat Stevens just a few nights before and what better value for 
a school-night out then having a kid play a few of their throwback standards to 
close out the show? I accepted. 

Give the people what they want? No. For me, this was ‘Give the people what 
you know!’ 

Running order: “Heart of Gold”, “Moonshadow” and “American Pie”. 

Looking back, I’m so thankful to have been cursed with this love of music. Most 
hockey players have to hang up the blades eventually while guitar slingers get to 
ride off into the sunset – strumming into the final hours. I’ll take it! 
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Chapter 2

      Jus t  Do Me

 
The summer of 1992, I was one year away from finishing my B.A.at Carleton 
University. Let’s just say, I took the long way home from school that year, trying to 
soak up as much non-curricular experience as I could. 

My childhood buddy, Andy, was finishing his Masters at the University of Toronto 
in Entomology (yes, a ‘bug’ guy). His thesis was on the white pine weevil and its 
effect on jack pine plantations in Northern Ontario. Specifically, something called 
an ‘emergence’ study, which evaluates the short and long-term impact of a new 
primary pest to a particular environment. The weevil would fly around at about six 
feet and plant its larva into the top node of a young pine tree then fall onto the 
ground, burrow its way under the earth for one full winter. The effect of the larva 
in the trees would eventually (30+ years down the road) devalue the timber when 
it came time to harvesting the trees. 

At the time, the  E.B. Eddy Manufacturing Company (which had been in the 
business of making match sticks and toilet paper in Eastern Ontario since 1886) 
had purchased the massive amounts of land between north of Sudbury and south 
of Timmins, Ontario.  E.B. Eddy had some semi-operational logging camps still 
going and they had contacted the University of Toronto forestry program to see 
if they could run a study on this pesky white pine weevil that was devaluing their 
crops. If some students could travel up and find out exactly when the weevil 
would re-emerge from the region’s frozen tundra then the company would know 
the exact time to aerial spray, killing them dead while the insects were in their 
most susceptible state. (That’s my best interpretation of the science behind it all – 
Bill Nye, The Science Guy, I ain’t). 

Andy was naturally selective of who he had to work with for two full summers and 
convinced his professor that I was a good fit with my “science” background (yes, 
science was my minor, but it was Political Science – it’s all about ‘the spin’! lol).

So there we were, building weevil traps, tracking them, dissecting wood nodes, 
partying with tree planters, meeting real-time fur trappers (yes, trapping is still a 
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valid industry in the north)  and basically having more fun than two-humans ever 
should. All the while I was playing songs and writing new ones feverishly.

Of the locals we met, one of them – Jim – owned the Watershed Restaurant. The story 
goes that Jim had bought the truck-stop along with his father-in-law after winning  
$100 thousand from a ‘dream house’ lottery ticket they bought at a Legion  
dinner one night. He and his father-in-law chipped in and as Jim claims: “I was so 
pissed, I totally forgot I had bought the ticket. Three months later, someone calls 
me to say they that our names were pulled and they needed our half of the ticket 
in order to claim the prize. My father-in-law assured me that I had the stub. I had 
one month to produce it. I turned my house upside down. I couldn’t find it. Didn’t 
even remember buying it. I almost gave up. With only two days to spare, I found 
the ticket behind my dresser in the baseboards! My father-in-law and I sold the 
‘dream house’ and with the money we made, bought this truck-stop!”

Jim, noticing my passion for playing the guitar with the old-timers every weekend 
invited me to a yearly ritual of driving down to Wheeling, West Virginia for The 
Jamboree in the Hills. The jamboree was essentially a Woodstock-type event but 
for country music fans. Wheeling boasted the first U.S. country music radio station, 
and now hosted this four-day extravaganza of country music, from traditional to 
modern. The year I went it was everyone from Tanya Tucker, Pam Tillis, Marty 
Stuart, Conway Twitty, Brooks & Dunn and about forty other artists I despised….
with the exception of Willie Nelson, of course!

“Jay, you gotta come along to this. We have a friend in Orillia, Gary, who owns 
a big bus with a gigantic loon painted on the side of it and we usually pack in 
about thirty of us and head down as the ‘Crazy Canucks’. We stay in a Super 
8 near the jamboree and then it’s four days of hot sun, sexy country girls, great 
music, tons of party supplies. You have to come!” Jim looked up only to find that I 
had left a Road Runner cloud of dust where I was standing. Heck, I was already 
on the bus.

As we drove down, I was seated next to guy named Dale Rolfe, brother-in-law to 
the owner of the bus. Dale was now a plumber living in the Muskoka’s (originally 
from Timmins, Ontario), who had once played in the NHL as a defenseman for 
the Boston Bruins – one of the Original Six – followed by a number of years with 
the Los Angeles Kings, then the New York Rangers. He was big man who, by 
his own admission, had more penalty minutes than points (a lot more). In fact, he 
played in the era when these underground hockey fights were occasionally taped 
(long before the Internet) and Dale had made a few of the ‘classic fights’ whose 
memories carried forward for future generations.  

I said, “Hey Dale I believe I saw you on this fight tape going up against Dave 
Shultz? Did you ever see that?”

18
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“Well kid, I saw it once … once was enough!” 

What an answer! That’s when I knew this guy was going to be the best road 
companion an inquisitive songwriter (especially one from Northern Ontario) could 
ever ask for. Our discussion led to my passion for folk music. Much to my surprise, 
an old ex-warrior Original Six NHL’er shared the same passion. Not only the 
same love of folk music, but the same artists.

“Aymar, I’m not big on this “new country” stuff. I’m just going along because my 
brother-in-law likes it and it’s a great party! I much prefer guys like John Prine.”

I couldn’t believe it – Prine was one of my favourites! This was right when Prine 
had released his comeback album The Missing Years and suddenly Dale Rolfe 
and I could be heard at the back of the bus screaming “Jesus was a good guy, 
he didn’t need this shit, so he took a pill with some Coca Cola and he swallowed 
it!” Just one of many classic lines pilfered from the latest Prine collection. We hung 
together for the rest of the trip. 

I learned a lot more about the Original Six hockey teams over the course of the 
next four days simply through sitting at the Super 8 drinking weird vodka cocktails 
and talking until the wee hours. I’ll put it to you this way – he dedicated his life 
to making the ‘bigs’ and he was one of the very fortunate and talented few who 
actually did!  But Dale was also a member of the Original Six during a time when 
they played hard with their hearts until their legs, arms, heads or hearts gave 
out, and all for about $10-15 thousand a year salary (if they were lucky to be 
considered ‘pro’ and worthy of a regular wage).  When I met him, he had just 
retired from being a plumber. You get what I’m saying? These days, a kid signs 
a one-year contract and is (or could be) set for life. Dale was big on the topic of 
Eddy Shack going after the pension money. (I believe that was finally resolved – 
hopefully to Dale’s benefit.)

Our bus entourage hit the jamboree for three solid days of music in the sun. It 
would start at 12 noon and go until about 11 p.m. at night. It was literally a 
bowl-shaped grass stadium with people everywhere. At least 30,000 people 
were on-site each day. It was crazy. I simply remember staying up till 3:00 a.m. 
every morning partying in the Super 8, completely overrun with revellers coming 
back from the jamboree as the hotel management was encouraging the party! 
Then, it was up at noon to hit the scorching hot West Virginia heat to listen to the 
midday sounds of The Oak Ridge Boys cajoling thousands of rednecks into singing 
“Giddy Up, Oom Poppa Oom Poppa Mow Mow, Giddy Up, Oom Poppa Oom 
Poppa Mow Mow, High-o Silver, away – ELVIRA!”  Ouch! Just pretend I’m Old 
Yeller and bring me behind the barn to mercifully pump lead into my hung-over 
carcass. Elvira and hangovers don’t mesh.
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Now on the second night, I’d busted out my favourite t-shirt of the summer, a shirt 
that was given to me for my birthday from my good buddy Bo. It was a play on 
the Nike advertisement: Just Do It, but my shirt read “JUST DO ME” in big block 
letters.

Well, some random American beauty met me stumbling in the hallways of the 
Super 8 around 3 a.m. and with a move I’ll never forget, she pulled out a bottle 
of tequila, took a shot, gave me a shot and pointing at my shirt said “OK!”

I woke up the next morning to Dale Rolfe hauling me out her room. He was there 
to get me on the morning bus to catch DAY 3. A day of musical acts I didn’t care 
about. I really should have just stayed in bed.

As we did every day at the jamboree site, we slowly made our way off of the 
bus to the back of the hills atop the bowl. Our area offered great site lines, 
close to the outdoor speakers. On this particular day, I knew I would find a big 
shady spot and keep my ball cap on and find a place to sleep off the hangover 
that had produced a cotton plantation in my mouth and the Sahara desert in my 
bones. As we settled in, the heat warning came across the loud speakers: “Get 
your free sunscreen and water over at the medic tent! It’s going to be dangerously 
hot today. Please visit the medic tent for free SUNSCREEN AND WATER!”

I decided to make my way over the tent for the water. It was to be a long journey 
for sure, and as I disembarked for my life-saving voyage, one of the sensible 
women of our party offered me her umbrella for safety. I staggered my way 
through the masses, through the heat, when suddenly I noticed a throng of Harley 
Davidson’s blocking off a quadrant of land. Patched bikers had staked their claim 
in an area not far from the medic tent. They had erected a large sign which read 
`Show us your hooters for a free beer!’ Well, that’s one way to get a girls attention! 

What is this? In the haze of my mid-day heat-induced water run, I found myself 
defenseless to this carnival sideshow pleasantly unfolding. A long-haired grizzly 
looking redneck biker sitting next to a black coffin (yes, a real coffin!) filled with 
ice-cold Budweiser. Fifty or so bikers (men and women) were cheering every 
country girl who came by and flashed them for a free beer. It was, for lack of a 
better term: hillbilly paradise. So ludicrous were these events, I made sure I  
analyzed them in great detail. The circus only wasted an hour of my limitless time. 

Suddenly a woman who resembled a 1985 version of Joan Jett tapped me on 
the shoulder “Hey man, that’s one fucking great t-shirt! JUST DO ME! I’d say that’s 
worth a free beer! Hey Rocky, throw this dude a Budweiser! Hey … nice catch!”

“Absolutely, I’m Canadian. Wouldn’t miss that catch for the world.”

And so the magic of the shirt worked once again.
20
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I downed the beer and then Rocky threw me another one. As they laughed at the 
skinny Canadian kid with the tacky t-shirt shot-gunning beers, I suddenly realized I 
had somehow infiltrated the inner circle of the biker gang.

Then without warning, the hangover had disappeared and I felt as though I was 
on top of the world. In the background some low-rent country newbie was on 
stage singing about pickup trucks while country girls were baring their breasts for 
fun, and there I was slowly drifting back into an alcoholic haze amidst the safety 
and creepy comfort of a patched biker gang.

Just then, all hell broke loose and two bikers got into a serious tussle. Joan Jett 
tapped me on the shoulder and said “You should split man!” She didn’t have to 
tell me twice. “Thanks for the beers!”

By now I’d forgotten that my original mission was to hit the medic tent for water 
and sunscreen. I walked ten minutes back up the hill to the middle of nowhere, 
stuck my umbrella into the ground and proceeded to pass out amongst the 
thousands of people obliviously walking around me.

In a scene which would have called for a score by Italian composer Ennio 
Morricone, I awoke to strange sounds, blurred vision and a young girl with her 
mother standing over me.

“Hey, wake up. Wake up. You don’t look well. Your face is badly burned. You 
need medical attention.”

“What? Where am I? Who are you? Whaaaaa?” I proceeded to wipe the 
sweat off of my forehead and let go a howl as I wiped off the burnt skin.

“What happened to you? How long have you been here?”

“I don’t know. I laid down here with my umbrella for shade around 1 p.m. 
Where’s my umbrella and hat?”

“Oh my GOD, it’s 4 p.m. and no one stopped to wake you up? Your umbrella 
must have blown away!”

So, they walked me to the medic tent to put gauze on my forehead. They found 
my concerned friends who’d put out an all-points bulletin for me and my friend 
Jim, who took me to the bus and delivered my burnt noodle back to the Super 8. 
Here I rested with severe burns and heat stroke until the following day when the 
bus headed home for Canada. Somehow in all of that, I lost my Billy-Bobs Subs 
Trucker hat (Home of the Belly-Buster), my new sandals, an umbrella, my JUST  
DO ME t-shirt and every ounce of my dignity. 

When I arrived home, my buddy Andy had just returned from visiting his girlfriend 
back in Toronto and we were both pretty exhausted (for different reasons, albeit). 
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“So what did you make of the heart of country music?”

“Well it’s nothing like I expected, it was filled with beautiful American girls, idiotic 
new country songs, bikers, beer and blazing hot days of sunshine!” 

“By the way Aymar, what happened to your forehead?”

“Yeah, I fell asleep in the sun and got heat stroke! It was bad. I’m not supposed 
to hang out in the sun anymore. Doctor’s orders.”

I spent the rest of the summer under a bandana and mirrored imitation Ray Bans.  
Andy and I eventually completed the weevil study and moved on to the ‘taming of 
the shrew’ (a study tracking the movements of shrews). It was during the second 
half of our second season that we were finally introduced to the rest of the folks 
living in that area of Northern Ontario. It was perhaps one of the most memorable 
summers of my life, having learned so much.

The lessons I took away from that summer include the following: 

•	 Don’t	be	tempted	to	watch	naked	breasts	and	drink	Budweiser	 
without shade or a hat during heat advisories. 

•	 White	pine	weevils	sure	do	a	lot	of	damage.	

•	 The	new	country	music	of	the	1990’s	is	bubblegum	and	tasteless.	

•	 John	Prine	writes	great	tunes.	

•	 If	you	ever	win	a	substantial	amount	of	money	–	invest	it.	

•	 If	a	girl	points	at	your	Just Do Me t-shirt and says “OK”, you’re  
living a great life.  
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Chapter 3

29

      E lv is ,  The Indian and Rubin Kincaid

My friend Mark called me up on a Sunday night in the spring of 1996: “Aymar, my 
wife Judy’s father is in a bluegrass band and I just saw them play at hotel north of 
Belleville, Ontario. They were great! It was an awesome weekend. I spoke with 
the hotel owner about getting you to perform some night. He might be interested. 
They’re only into country music though. I told him you could fake anything!  Want 
to give it a shot?”

“Hey, thanks for thinking of me, Chief!” (He was dubbed ‘The Chief’ from a high 
school teacher who saw his spirit as a guy that would go the extra mile to get a 
laugh out of anyone. (Also, his father was Ojibwe.)

“I think we can make this work man. I just bought a new PA and I’ve been learning 
a bunch of new Johnny Cash songs,” I replied. 

“Yeah well you’d better learn more than Cash to get this gig. We’re deep into 
George Jones territory.” 

“Ok, I get it. I think ‘H’ has a country song book I can borrow.”

‘H’ is my brother’s nickname. His s birth name is David but few people call him 
that. There are many stories about how he got it and none of them seem to make 
a lot of sense other than my brother Bob gave it to him. It stuck. There are still 
people to this day that don’t know his real name. To most people, he’s just H.

So I called him up: “Hey H, Chief just called to say he might have a gig for me 
in a tavern out in eastern Ontario and I need to learn some country songs. You 
still have that country song book?”

“Oh you mean the one with Red Sovine’s ‘Teddy Bear’? Sure do. Let me bring it 
over next week and loan it to you. But don’t lose it!” 

Beforw Dave could visit me, I drove over to his apartment in Toronto where he’d 
been living for a few years. He’s fifteen years older than me but we share a lot of 
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similar interests.  At heart, I believe he’s a philosopher as well. In his building, 
he had met a great friend, who they called ‘Our Bob’.  Our Bob was living 
there with his girl ‘Our Joan’.  They called him ‘Our Bob’ because as a British 
ex-pat, he referred to everyone as ‘our mom’, ‘our dad’, ‘our Russell’ and so on. 
Hence, he became ‘Our Bob’. Bob was a great man. He loved many things in 
this world. Volunteering at the hospital for sick children, his parents, a Friday night 
party and country music! 

Upon arriving to the apartment that Friday night, Bob quickly heard of my need to 
learn some country songs and, within the course of 48 hours, I was well beyond 
George Jones. “Jay, the way I see it mate, there are three kinds of country songs 
“Hurtin’ songs, drinkin’’ songs and cheatin’ songs. Here’s an example. Let’s put on 
some Conway Twitty. He has more number one top-ten country hits than anyone.”

Bob pressed play on the cassette player and suddenly, Conway was singing a 
cheatin’ song, “Well I’m lying here beside you with Linda on my mind!”

As the tape rolled along I realized Conway Twitty had made a living out of singing 
only cheatin’ songs. Incredible! Then it was onto Hank Williams. “They called 
Hank ‘The Country Shakespeare’. That’s how great he was!” Bob said. Then we 
dug into some bluegrass with Bill Monroe. 

This was the music the Chief’s father-in-law was playing. They went by the name 
Lorne Buck and the Flatland Mountaineers. So there we were, Our Bob, my 
brother H and I. We partied all weekend long listening to the complete history of 
country music and by the time Sunday rolled around, I was well-schooled.  I was 
about to leave on Sunday, when H said “Jay, before you go, I want to show you 
the power of a sad country song.”

My brother had been learning a few new songs on his guitar. He called down 
Our Bob and Our Joan to come listen to his version of Red Sovine’s classic song 
“Teddy Bear”. For the uninitiated, it’s a song about a truck driver and a disabled 
child. I thought at first the song to be a bit sappy and too much of a novelty. 
Dave leaned in and said “Watch this. I’ve never played this song yet where 
someone doesn’t cry!” 

Dave played it note for note out of the song book and sang along.  As he sang 
the final verse Our Joan ran into the kitchen to hide her tears and came back 
with a box of tissue for the finale. I couldn’t believe my eyes.  The power of Red 
Sovine! It would be a few years later that I heard Tom Waits singing Sovine’s 
version of “Phantom 309” on Nighthawks at the Diner, Waits first live album. 
Life is full of surprises. 

So with this new-found knowledge of traditional country music, I came home and 
went to work. I learned about twenty old country songs, just enough to get me 
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the gig. I called up Chief and said “I talked to the tavern owner and he’s offered 
me a two-night gig on the May 24 long weekend. Friday and Saturday. Can you 
make it?” 

The Chief’s wife Judy had been battling cancer for a few years at that point and 
it was often hard for him to get away for one night, let alone a weekend.  As 
fate would have it, Judy was well enough and okay with him having a weekend 
reprieve. He was in.  A few hours later I found out my brother Dave was free 
to come along too. “Hello all you truckers, is anybody there? We all gonna go 
party and sing some Teddy Bear!” 

We arrived at the tavern in Belleville on Friday at 6 p.m. to set up the PA and 
check out the community. It was a small joint with a pool table in the back and a 
few regulars at the bar. The owner, George, was a great guy. He’d just bought 
the business a few years prior and was admittedly having too much fun. His wife 
was a force of nature. Between the two of them, they were a real presence and 
added a great vibe to the room.

“Jay, just do whatever you want to do. New country! Old country! Rock’n roll! 
We’re easy to get along with here. I’ll pay you $500 for the two nights, all the 
food and drinks on the house and I’ve set you guys up at the main hotel down  
the road in a nice room with three beds! Cool?“ 

“That’s great man!” I replied, “We’re looking forward to it George.” 

The first night went off without a hitch. I’d already had hundreds of songs in my 
repertoire by that time and it was in the days where I would literally play for hours 
and hours.  On that first night I believe I started at 8p.m and played until close. 
We drank and partied all night until George finally said, “Hey Jay, what do you 
think of doing a matinee for us tomorrow? I’ll throw you an extra $200 and you 
can just play from 3p.m. until close again?” 

“You got it!” I was having too much fun and I couldn’t turn down the cash.  
Unbelievable! My sales career back in Toronto seemed like a low-paying 
proposition by comparison. 

We arrived the next afternoon to be greeted by a full house. It was primarily the 
area farmers and local retirees. This would be the day I had to pull out my twenty 
newly learned country songs: George Jones, Hank Sr. and Jr., some Cash and 
Haggard. I muddled my way through most of them and by the end of the matinee 
we’d befriended half of the town. This was already becoming a legendary  
weekend.

As day turned into night, word spread of the fun being had down at the small 
tavern.  Night rolled around and from what I can remember, I sang while people 
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danced and sang and laughed and cried and geared up for the pending summer. 
I think it had a lot to do with it being a long weekend, but maybe I’m being 
humble.

Somehow we made it back to our hotel room after the show. We sat up and 
discussed the possibility of doing a “third night” back at the tavern as Monday 
was a holiday. It was agreed that we would try to work out a third night into the 
mix and play it as it came. 

The next day we brought up the proposition with George. “Fellas I’ve had a 
GREAT weekend, and I’d love to help you out but we’re gonna be so dead today. 
Sure, it’s a holiday, but I just know how quiet it’s gonna be around here. I’m 
thinking of shutting it down early.”

So with that news we purchased an extra case of beer for the night, and went 
back to our hotel to pay for another night in our room. 

In our confusion, we hadn’t realized that the hotel we were at was the main hotel 
in town and had a huge bar attached to it. We decided to check out the bar for 
some afternoon pool and a quick bite. 

When we walked in we couldn’t believe our eyes! There was a huge stage with 
professional lights and a big sound system. The more we looked around we 
noticed posters of famous Canadian bands littering walls. In fact, the place was 
a famous old music venue in the heart of Eastern Ontario. The stage sat in the 
very middle of the room and the rest of the place held seating for at least two 
hundred more. 

As we walked in for a beer, there was a random guy sitting solo at the bar 
wearing a white cowboy hat with a long, handle-bar moustache. This guy was 
trying to look the part. The only thing missing was the poncho. We sat down and 
he said, “Hey boys, I saw you two nights ago over at George’s place. That was 
a lot of fun. Our little town won’t let you go, eh?”

“Hey nice to meet you. My name is Jay, this is my buddy Chief and my brother H.” 

And without missing a beat he said, “Hmmm, Elvis, The Indian and Rubin Kincaid. 
You got it all covered: the talent, the muscle and the management in one package. 
You’re ready for the big leagues now boys!” To this day, I don’t think I’ve laughed 
that hard over a random line from a stranger. The fact that he referred to my brother 
as Rubin Kincaid was the icing on the cake. (Rubin Kincaid being the fictional 
manager of the band The Partridge Family which was a 70’s TV classic. Rubin 
Kincaid was always wearing Hawaiian shirts and extolling the virtues of his band 
to anyone who would listen.) It just so happened that my brother was wearing a 
Hawaiian shirt that day and extolling the virtues of his younger brother.

32
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The three of us instinctively knew that this random cowboy philosopher sitting beside 
us was more than what his image projected. He was likely Kinky Friedman, Jerry 
Jeff Walker and Lee Van Cleef in another lifetime. 

So Dave bought our new friend a round as he got down to business. “Hey who 
owns this place?”

“Well the owner is an older gal who has had it for years now. She runs it by herself 
and she’s a tough old bird.”

“I wonder if she’d be open to Jay playing here tonight?  We can give her a really 
good deal. We’re staying here anyway. We have our own gear?”

“Well, you’re talking to the wrong guy about that. I DO know that Kim Mitchell was 
supposed to be playing here last night but something happened and he had to 
cancel.” 

With that, my brother Dave flagged down our server to pose the same question to 
her. Her response echoed that of our stranger’s. “Well, I can’t give you the green 
light. The owner isn’t around until later and it’s her call.”

“Tell you what,” Dave offered, “We’ll just set up his gear on the stage and he can 
play for free. We’ll just see what happens. Is that okay with you?”

The poor girl behind the bar seemed a bit shell-shocked. You could see in her eyes 
that she wanted some live music to break her out of the doldrums of the boring 
afternoon shift, but she really couldn’t jeopardize her position by giving us the 
green light.

So without warning or consent, I looked at her and said “Tell you what, we’ll just 
go for it and if the owner happens to come around, I’ll take full responsibility for 
things. Okay?”

As I was having this brief discussion with her, I noticed out of the corner of my eye, 
Kincaid and The Chief were already unloading the PA from the trunk and setting it 
up on stage. We were fully committed. 

Our buddy “Kinky Friedman” looked at me and whispered “Good luck, amigo. 
Watch out for the old lady who runs this joint.  She’s gotta mean streak. 
Comprende?“  

“Si Senor.”

So within minutes we were set up and ready to go.  We decided to go back 
upstairs to the room to have a quick beer and reconvene.  Kincaid kicked off the 
round with a motivational team speech:

“Ok, we’re pulling off a fast-one here boys. There are about twenty people down 
there and all we really want to do is invent our own party. It sure beats sitting 
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up here in this room all night. Every other place in town is closed. If we crap out 
down there, it’s lights out on the party.” He continued, “Now, for the few people 
down there, let’s have some fun and tell them we’re on a North American tour 
and that I’m your manager, Chief’s the roadie and you’re semi-famous. So when 
we go back down, I’ll introduce you and you come walking out of the washroom 
to the stage! Got it?”

“Er….uh….OK!” 

So, there I was in the bar washroom splashing water on my face while my brother 
told the twenty patrons this ridiculous story – so ridiculous, in fact, it sounded 
credible. “We’ve been touring North America and decided we would shut it 
down here for the weekend. We love you people so much we thought we’d 
just give you a free show! So put your hands together…”

I took the long, ridiculous walk out of men’s washroom to this giant stage where 
Kim Mitchell should have been. Guitar strapped over my shoulder, I waved and 
pretended to act with humility. While this was happening, Chief had somehow 
found the stage lights and was making our little ruse look big time. Suddenly I 
had red and blue lights descending on me as I glowed like a drunken messiah. 

For whatever reason it seemed that the more we perpetrated this great lie, the 
more people bought in. I even had a few copies of my newly minted CD Howling  
at the Moon back then and everyone bought one on the spot. I finished the first 
set by 7 p.m. as the locals started asking for autographs and buying rounds. 
Kinky Friedman sat at the bar the entire time with a perfectly knowing, sideways 
grin. This guy loved every minute of the con. 

The second set saw a few more people wander in and now we were playing to 
a house of about forty.  Then suddenly, without warning, a college kid staggered 
in wearing an oversized neon ball cap, shorts and sandals and screamed “We’re 
here! Get ready for it!” And as though he was Moses leading the Exodus, we witnessed 
at least seventy more twenty-somethings file in. They came in as a conga line. It 
was the line that wouldn’t end. 

They danced their way to the front of the stage to scream out the details of their 
arrival. 

“Whooooooooo!!! We are wasted!!! We all just came from my cottage. We 
heard there was a band so we all decided to walk down! Whooooooo! Party!”

And this wasn’t an ordinary crew of revelers. This was an entourage amped up 
from three days of hard cottage partying, with sun and liquor and weed and 
camping thrown in. The kind of partying reserved for your early twenties only. 
They were spectacular!

The server behind the bar was without help and as the line-up for beverages 
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grew long and unruly, I noticed she started offering pitchers of beer for people. It 
had become a spectacle. The dance floor was now a mosh pit and it was just a 
matter of time before things became explosive. 

The Chief stood up against the stage, crossed his arms and acted as though he 
was a member of the Hell’s Angels protecting The Rolling Stones at Altamont. My 
manager, Kincaid, took this grand opportunity to stroll around the bar with my 
box of CD’s selling each and every last one of them. 

As I looked out from the stage, I could see it was going to get ugly in a matter 
of seconds. I hit the opening few chords of a David Wilcox song and screamed 
“Weeeeeelllllll…..I used to wear jeans, I’m in Italian slacks, I had long shaggy 
hair, it’s cut short and slicked back, I drank three-dollar wine, now it’s cocktails at 
two, because downtown, came uptown for you!”

They stormed the stage. It’s the only time I’ve had that happen in all of the shows 
I’ve performed. It was one after another coming up on this gigantic stage 
to bump and grind and grab the mic and dance and flash and chug beer – 
YOU NAME IT!

As if things couldn’t get any more bizarre, at that exact moment, the owner 
walked in. She’d been tipped off by the bartender who knew that things had 
gone too far. She stood at the back wall and burned laser beams of disapproval 
into my eyeballs with her scowling glare. 

I continued on with the song: “I used to think that coke, came in a bottle or can, 
sssssilk underwear, wasn’t right on a man, hushpuppies and sneakers, now it’s 
alligator shoes, because downtown, came uptown for you.”

The full lights. The PA cranked up. The stage overrun with dancers. The lyrical 
content. The disrespect of taking over a bar without permission. 

I watched as she made her way behind the bar, ripped the flap off of an empty 
case of beer and wrote on it with a big black marker “WHO AUTHORIZED 
THIS???” She paraded it around over her head as though she was a boxing-ring 
card girl. She walked right up to the stage with this sign and turned around and 
faced the crowded dance floor. 

At this point, The Chief and Kincaid instinctively knew how to play out the con.  
They both immediately jumped up on to the stage to slowly pull people back 
down to the dance floor. This made it look as though the “innocent” musician had 
nothing to do with the mob like conditions that had unfolded. 

As the Chief corralled people away from the stage, I watched Kincaid take the 
owner aside with the full intention of inventing a cover story. As he walked away 
he screamed back “Play one last song and let’s wind this down!” Naturally, this 
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ingratiated him with the owner to make it look as though he was at least attempting 
to do the responsible thing. 

Don McLean’s American Pie was always a great song to calm everyone down 
and let them know the show was over. They’d sing in harmony and eventually be 
lulled back to their chairs. 

The show was over but not without a lot of carnage. Spilled beer and cigarette 
butts littered the premises and the general chaos of over a hundred and fifty 
heavily intoxicated college kids, locals, farmers and tourists added to the frenetic 
energy of that final hour. 

Kincaid summoned Chief and I to the bar to meet with the owner. Whatever he 
had said to her she believed but she was still extremely upset. We didn’t ask any 
questions. 

As she approached us at the bar, Kincaid uttered “We’ll take three Labatt Blue 
please!” 

She paused, looked at us and slowly went over and rang them into the cash 
register and said, 

“That’ll be $8.50!” 

Kincaid lost it. 

“You’re trying to tell me that we came in here on our tour to give you a freebie 
and this guy here, right here, this talent draws all of these people into your bar on 
his own good name; we fill it and your cash registers are on fire and you won’t 
even buy us a beer! Well, I’ve seen a lot of things but this is the height of 
disrespect!”  She stopped in her tracks and stared back at us and said “You get 
ONE freebie, then you get your gear off of my stage, and get back up to your 
room and you leave here by 11 a.m. sharp!”

The three of us sat in silent protest up against the bar, nursing that beer like it 
was our last supper. We watched her corral every single happy drunk out of 
the place. Kinky Friedman, who’d seen our entire con from start to finish, was 
still holding his regular seat at the bar. “Boys, I’ve seen a lot of funny shit in my 
lifetime but that might just be about the best thing I’ve ever seen. Elvis, The Indian 
and Rubin Kincaid!”

When we arrived back in the room, we laughed so hard and loud we were 
warned with our first noise violation. It may have been the best, most surreal show 
of all time. We were stuck for something to do on that lonely, quiet Sunday night 
and necessity became the mother of invention. 

“What did I tell you guys” said Dave. “If you build it, they will come!”  We just 
kept laughing. 

36
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“Ok guys, gather around the table and let’s go through the weekend profits!”

As the three of us sat around the table, I knew the ultimate con was now in 
play. There is absolutely no honour amongst thieves in these situations. Not 
even between friends and family. But then again, at this point, I knew they were 
just as much a part of show as I was. 

Dave continued, “Ok so Chief, throw your money on to the table. What do you 
got?” I watched as Chief threw down two crumpled up five dollar bills and about 
thirty-six cents worth of loose change. He grinned, knowing exactly where this 
was going. 

Dave continued, “Ok, I’m next. I sold about $200 worth of CD’s, bought everyone 
in the tavern rounds of draft and shooters and now I’m left with…uh….$40 dollars 
for my contribution. Okay Jay, your turn!”

My jean pockets had become the joke of the weekend. I’d decided to keep the 
entire weekends take on my person and now I was walking around like a 
misshapen money tree. I dumped out my twenties and fifties onto the table  
to the tune of around $800 or more. 

Dave kept a straight face. “Ok, so now that we’re all in, let’s put it into one big 
pile and I’ll separate it three ways!” 

There was silence. There was a stare-down. It was the good, the bad and the 
ugly. Who would flinch? 

Would I agree to this preposterous suggestion that I take my hard earned cash 
and just give it away to these imbeciles? In that moment, we all broke down 
laughing one last time at the absurdity of it all. 

There was no question at that point that the take had to be a three-way split. 
That was the point. They’d become an integral part of every show all weekend 
long. Without them working the crowd, it wouldn’t have been the same, and we 
all knew it.  We had a few more beers to wind the night down and revisit the 
highlights. The next morning at 11a.m. sharp we were awoken a loud knock on 
the door!

“You have 30 minutes! Move it!” screamed the old lady. We defiantly cleared  
out at around noon, doing the long haul back to our separate quarters of the 
province. It was over. Chalk up another May 24 long weekend for the good 
guys. 

Suddenly it was Tuesday morning and I was hiding out in my shiny suit, shaking 
away the pink elephants of the weekend and pretending to live as a corporate 
sales rep.  It was the dreaded weekly sales meeting: “Aymar, are you paying 
attention? You barely made quota last month. We can’t have you falling behind. 
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Now get out there and get those numbers up. I have the owner breathing down 
my neck and my ass is on the line. Don’t let me down!”

All I could think about was one of the songs I’d just committed to memory.  In  
my mind, I stood up in the boardroom, channeled Johnny Paycheck and 
screamed “TAKE THIS JOB AND SHOVE IT!” In reality, I responded with, “Yes  
sir. Absolutely. I won’t let you down.” 

I jumped back into my car and cranked some Coltrane for clarity. I’d lived to 
survive another week in the corporate world and somehow learned twenty old 
country songs in the process. Life was grand. I was inspired to write a song about  
it which I included on my next album.  The song was appropriately titled: Elvis, 
The Indian and Rubin Kincaid. 

Believe it or not, the song wound up as a favourite for a campus radio DJ in 
Melbourne, Florida. He contacted me to call into the show for an on air interview.  
I retold the entire story to the good listeners of his program after which he invited 
to come to the city to perform in a club he owned.  Unfortunately, before that 
could happen, I discovered his radio show was cancelled and he’d sold the  
club due to failing health. 

For a few years though, I received random letters from people in Melbourne, 
Florida about that song:

 
“Oh I never foresaw my good fortune coming 
Warhol was wrong it was four hours of fame 
and as long as I live I’ll remember that hotel 
We were Elvis, The Indian and Rubin Kincaid” 
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      HALLOWHAT? 

My fascination with Halloween started quite young. I remember the very first time 
I was allowed to go along with my older brother and sister who were leading the 
way, they brought me home in tears after thirty minutes, telling mom I was a ‘tag-
a-long’ and I was unceremoniously dumped back at home to count my twenty-five 
kiss candies. After a few years I realized I would have done the exact same thing 
if I’d had a younger sibling. Such is life.

I remember there was a three-year run when my desire to dress up as something 
totally unique was squashed as I donned a scruffy jacket, work socks, green 
toque, plastic bottle sticking out of a paper bag and went out as a homeless 
man. What the hell? Who approved this? Oh, I almost forgot the burnt cork 
rubbed on my face to simulate dirt. Oh so, hobo-sheik. So, yes there I was, 
stumbling around my neighbourhood looking like a kid who simply couldn’t pull 
his act together before the big day. That said, mom did rig up a big-time Batman 
costume a few years later for which I’m eternally grateful. I have shied away from 
costumes ever since.

Two of those years, nearing the end of my route, just as my pillow case was 
beginning to fill, some bad-ass kids jumped out of the bushes and ransacked us. 
The first time they got away with my loot and the following year I held on tight 
enough to retain it all.

Ahhhh the loot: 10 per cent chocolate bars, 10 per cent fruit which was hurled 
immediately onto the street to detect the razor blades, 30 per cent multi-coloured 
chalky candy in a roll, 40 per cent Kiss Candy’s (made by the Dental Association 
of America), 8 per cent variety paper bags, 1 per cent loose change, and 1 per 
cent tooth brushes (always from an absentee dentists house). We’d get home and 
spread it all out on newspapers and proceed to hoard our stash for the days to 
come. Inevitably the high profile chocolate bars would appear in my brother Bill’s 
stash as his sweet-tooth was beyond legendary. I can’t say I blame him – we all 
have our weaknesses. After all, I still owe my brother Phil the complete songbook 
of Bob Dylan. I lost it along the way.

Chapter 4
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The years passed and there we were eighteen-years-old meeting at the Bolan 
house to prepare for the big Halloween Bash at the Ramada Inn. Greg, Marc, 
Geoff, Andy, Bob, Dale, Paul – the whole gang. Some were really into it and 
some of us were not. We had to inform our buddy Greg that the wizards beard 
he was Crazy-gluing to his face was neither effective nor safe. He disregarded 
our comments and continued gluing on a cotton baton moustache and eye-brows. 
Amidst the heat of the party hours much later on, these artificial adhesions simply 
looked like strands of rope dangling off of his sweaty face. Wizard my ass. I 
quickly borrowed Mr. Bolan’s trench coat (see hobo) and deked into a Shoppers 
Drug Mart to buy a mask. They were sold out of my size (oversized noodle alert) 
and I was forced to buy a skin tight plastic mask of an old man with a big nose.  
I remember trying to cut a hole in the mouth to help me breath and to allow for 
the occasional cigarette but alas, I ripped it to the chin making my costume look 
beyond low rent. Comical I guess, but really low rent.

Naturally we were strobing on some different planet by 10 p.m. By 11 p.mp 
I was wobbling around the ballroom reuniting with high-school buddies and 
sneaking out to the parking lot for a puff or two. Suddenly I heard our local radio 
DJ (dressed as the Iron Sheik) hosting the ‘best costume’ award from the stage. I 
stumbled into a long line behind the Three Little Pigs who I’d met earlier and eventually 
made it up onto the stage. The Sheik held the mic up to my torn mouth and said ‘So 
what group are you?” I asked rhetorically “What group?” Two hundred people 
laughed.

I didn’t get it at the time, but it was GROUP judging, i.e. Three Little Pigs. I was 
a random solo with an awful costume. I thought he was asking me what my 
favourite group was, so I responded The Beatles. People began to boo and The 
Sheik leaned in close and said “Are you okay buddy?” I was far from okay. I was 
escorted off the stage like the loser I was. The only redeeming part to this story 
was seeing my buddies on the floor in laughter when I arrived back to our table. 
Watching Merlin laugh through the cotton and Crazy-glue was enough reward 
for me.

The costumes are just one part of this scene I avoid. What about the pagan rituals? 
What about the witchcraft and horror?  I’ve often never been able to deal with 
scary movies the way some folks just seem to love them. I enjoy the intentionally 
bad B-movie genre that’s tongue in cheek but as for the rest? No thanks! I can 
handle amusing campy flicks with chainsaws and goalie masks but when fiction 
turns to the spirit world? No way. 

It first started when a gang of us tried to watch The Exorcist.  Halfway through 
the movie, some of the guys came up with excuses about how they have to ‘get 
home early’, ‘stuff to do’, etc… Suddenly everyone was gone. I was terrified.  
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Not only did they bail on me, they proceeded to tap on my windows and phone 
the house and hang up. You know all the tricks your good buddies would pull on 
you back then. To this day, I have still not finished that movie.

Then many years later it was another movie: The Blair Witch Project. I was in 
Gananoque, Ontario and I stopped in for the night at an old resort. The girl at 
the front desk claimed they only had a few cabins out back available to rent. It 
was a cold November night and just the perfect backdrop for what was about to 
happen. When I checked into my room I noticed a sign on top of the TV which 
read ‘Free Movies at front desk’. I walked to the front lobby and inquired about 
their selections. She strongly advised a new movie called The Blair Witch Project 
which was her ‘favourite of all time!’ I bit.

When that movie was over, I looked out the window of the cabin and noticed a 
long thin tree branch creaking up against the eaves. Suddenly I heard noises in 
the closets. My imagination was running wild! Or was it? I immediately took the 
movie back to the front desk like it was possessed. “I can’t believe you suggested 
that movie!” I said with authority.  

“Would you mind switching me to another room?” I asked.  

“Oh wow. I’m very sorry about that. I guess that movie is not for everyone!” 

“Not for everyone? Are you kidding me? That movie was terrifying. I really need 
you to change my room.”

“I’m so sorry but we’re totally filled. You’ll be ok. Just get some sleep!” 

I drove to an all-night Tim Horton’s and drank decaf until 5 a.m.

So why did I share this story? 

The other day my girlfriend asked me if I’d like to go out for Halloween. 

I cleverly responded “Why don’t we just stay home and have a Halloween party 
for two?”

“Yeah right. But you won’t dress up for me?” she said. 

“Well, yeah of course I will. I’ll go buy a pizza, come back and knock on the 
door and you can answer it dressed up in classic French maid attire! You’ll be  
the French maid and I’ll be the pizza boy! It’s perfect.” 

“Works well for you lover boy but what do I get out of the deal?”

“Well, I’ll eat some pizza and watch you tidy up for a bit and when the time is 
right I’ll let you make your move!”

“Sounds like you should dress up a Martian and go join your imaginary friends 
back on planet dreamer! And once you’re done that, call the Ramada Inn to 
make those reservations like I asked.”

“Yes dear. Oh, have you seen my trench coat and that old plastic wine bottle?”
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      Don’t  They Cal l  That  Being a Bum?

My mother has always been a realist and for her possession of that trait, I owe 
her a mountain of gratitude.  On the other hand, there have been the occasional 
flashes of idealism where my mother, though a child of the Great Depression and 
the Second World War, offered glimpses into a heart that dared to dream. This 
is why our conversation last week was so incredible. I felt for the first time ever, 
she was beginning to understand my life as an artist. As I watched the Academy 
Awards celebration it brought me into my mother’s original dream world, a world 
she so clearly loved: The movies.

Madeline (Theriault) Aymar

Mom was born and raised in Sault Ste. Marie, Ontario in 1925 to a French 
Acadian father and a Canadian born Irish mother. The Soo is a steel town known 
for its rugged beauty where Lake Superior, Lake Michigan and Lake Huron 
intersect in Northern Ontario.  During the Great Depression her father owned a 
billiard hall which sustained them through the hard times, putting food on the table 
for their seven children. Of the five boys and two girls, mom was the second  
youngest and generally spent her days much like any other child of her era.  
Frequent visits to the neighbours would involve card games or book swapping. My 
mother and her ‘kindred spirit’, Jackie Wall, would walk side-by-side through the 
downtown streets quoting Lucy Maud Montgomery and dreaming of life beyond 
their three block radius.

Next to my grandfather Eli’s billiard hall, was the Princess movie theatre. My 
mother often recalled fondly of how she and Jackie learned that the local bakery 
would offer five cents to anyone who would return ten bread bags to the bakery 
for re-use. Naturally, this mission was to be executed with the objective of getting 
back into the theatre to re-watch screen idol Shirley Temple singing On the Good 
Ship Lollipop! 

I am convinced that these movies helped shaped my mother’s world view. What 
passed for casual entertainment was pure escapism – imagination set loose – if 

Chapter 5
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only for a few hours. Imagine walking back out of the theatre into the streets of 
this northern town. It must have felt so mundane compared to the option of singing 
and tap dancing for the world! But time has a way of marching on and before 
you know it, mom was all grown up. She’d been prepping for nursing college in 
Detroit and big adventure was waiting. It was post-war and soon after commencing 
her studies she met Delbert John Aymar, aka Dad. 

Dad was born in 1921 in a rural Acadian fishing village, Lower Saulnierville, 
on the south shore of Nova Scotia. His own father, Benjamin Aymar, died from 
tuberculosis when my father was only six months old. He spent the majority of his 
childhood in St. Anne’s College, a Catholic boarding school run by priests from 
France. He would only go home to visit his mother for the summer months then 
spend the rest of the year at the school. This went on until he was 18. 

Dad served in the Canadian military for most of World War II. Upon completion 
of his basic training in Halifax, he applied to the air force. They ran him through 
the standard educational tests; balance and eye sight tests; then into a cockpit 
after which they passed him. The very day he was accepted into the air force he 
was told it was too late as they’d called him into action and he was needed as 
infantry. In retrospect he said, “I was lucky! The pilots didn’t have a very long life 
expectancy.” 

During the latter part of the war the Canadian military sent a letter home to his 
mother saying her son John had been killed in action. This ‘clerical error’ was not 
resolved for two weeks, leaving his mother heart-broken, then obviously elated 
to hear he was alive.  His mother Emily eventually remarried. She had four more 
children and as such, Dad had four new brothers and sisters. 

Upon coming back to Nova Scotia, he attended The University of Halifax for a 
year but soon felt it was time to head for Toronto. Along with his friend Henri, 
they drove to Toronto and worked odd jobs for a while, eventually landing a position 
in sales with Imperial Tobacco, (back when smoking was hip). If you’ve not seen 
the early 1970’s Canadian cult classic movie ‘Goin’ Down the Road’ (written by 
playwright William Fruet) I strongly suggest you seek it out. It’s essentially the story 
of my dad and Henri twenty-five years earlier. 

After working with Imperial Tobacco for a while they transferred him up to “this 
English city with a French sounding name!” – Sault Ste. Marie.  Before too long 
he met my mother and the rest was history. 

As of now, dad is 93 and mom is 89. They are alive and well and still together 
at home. Mom has become a bit forgetful in her advanced years, but dad has 
decided to take care of her on his own. Two more amazing people you’ll never 
meet. 

52
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During a recent visit home, my mom was recalling the days of her early child-
hood. The stories were so vivid I asked her if I could record them. She agreed. 

After a while, the conversation turned toward my chosen profession. I thought I’d 
share this with you:

Mom:  So where are you living these days?

Me:  I got out of my place a few years ago. It didn’t make financial sense. I’m 
living wherever I hang my hat.

Mom:  What does that mean?

Me: Well, I’m trying save money while living on the road.

Mom: How do you like that?

Me: It’s hard but it feels good for the most part.

Mom: So how are you making money my dear?

Me: I’m playing my music. Remember? I make music?

Mom: Yes but you can’t make a real living out of that can you?

Me: Well, I’m trying to Mom. It’s very tough. I’m living the life of an artist.

Mom: An artist? Do you paint too?

Me: No, sometimes they call musicians artists as well.

Mom: So you’re living as an artist? How is that?

Me: It’s great. Sometimes it’s tough. But what isn’t tough?  I’m feeling better I ever 
have. 

Mom: Don’t you want to settle down and have a family?

Me: I think there’s a better chance of that happening while living as an artist 
mom. She’s out there. Maybe she’ll be an artist too.

Mom: Oh god – then you’ll both be broke! Can’t you just do your music on the 
side?

Me: Yes mom, I’ve done that for many years but it just doesn’t work that way. It’s 
something I have to do full time. Sounds crazy I know.

Mom: What’s the point of it all?

Me: Hmmm…good question. Maybe deep down I’m hoping to make the world a 
better place.

Mom: How can you do that through your music?

Me: I don’t know. Maybe writing my own songs and singing them is a good for 
all of us. Hey I just had you singing ‘Who threw the overalls in Mrs. Murphy’s 
chowder!’ And you were smiling and laughing. That counts. Right?
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Mom:  (laughs) I guess you’re right. I’ve always liked to dance to music though. 
Don’t you do any toe-tappers?

Me: Yeah I’ve written a few of those. 

Mom: So you’re doing this to make the world a better place?

Me: Well that’s a question for the age’s mom. I’m likely doing it for money and 
girls! Just kidding. 

Mom: Seems to me every famous person I’ve ever read about had a miserable 
life. They always seemed unhappy. I DO wish you’d find a nice girl and settle 
down.

Me: Well, I’ve committed to this and yes it’s hard but I’ve never slept better. I’m 
living for my art.

Mom: But you don’t have a home to live in? You are not making any money? 
Don’t’ they call that being a bum?

Me: Ok mom, all I’ve ever known is that you raised  us to believe in this guy 
named Jesus. Right? Now, no disrespect to my buddy Jesus, but he advocated 
giving up all of ones worldly possessions. Right? Ok. Well, I’ve done that. I’ve 
given up my worldly possessions and am travelling the countryside to spread the 
good word about living, dying and loving through my songs. They didn’t call 
Jesus a bum. Right?

Mom: Oh I’m sure they did at the time. Do you still go to church?

Me:  I like the way Tom. T Hall responds to that one. He’s a Nashville songwriter. 
They call him The Storyteller. 

Mom: What did he say about Jesus?

Me: In one of his songs he sings “Me and Jesus got our own thing going! Me 
and Jesus got it all worked out.” I guess I don’t know what to think about it all. I 
hope there’s something up there.

Mom: So you don’t go to church anymore?

Me: Well, not as much as you’d like I guess.

Mom: How long are you staying home for?

Me: Three more days. 

Mom: Oh, don’t say that. I hate good-byes. Do you have a wife and family to 
get back to?

Me: I love you mom.

Mom: I love you too my dear.
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It’s sad to see my mother go through this phase, but as she’s always said, “We 
only remember the good times as we get older.” I believe she’s right.

As I sat to watch the Academy Awards on Sunday night, I couldn’t help but think 
of my mom and her fond memories of the movies. They left such a big impression 
on her mind. She could imagine herself as Maureen O’Hara in The Miracle on 
34th Street or Elizabeth Taylor in Cat on a Hot Tin Roof. She never did join the 
theatre or find herself involved in this creative process in any way, but she sure 
did love the movies. 

Her love of plot reigned supreme. She has always said there is no replacing a 
good story. Then it dawned on me. That’s the subconscious insight she’s always 
imparted into my song writing. As I watched the Best Picture nominee’s I felt this 
strange reassurance that true story-telling in movies, literature and song will forever 
be at centre of things. 

She’s also always reminded me that a good story never goes out of fashion. 

“It’s all about how you tell it, son!”  

I couldn’t agree more. 

I wrote this story for you mom. 
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  THE SLUDGE BOAT 

PART 1 – I’d Never Been to Spain

It was almost nine years ago that fate took me to the Mediterranean Sea, where I 
truly came to appreciate Picasso, Venetian gondola builders, Hemmingway, bull-
fighting, pizza from Napoli, Florence, Olympia, Spanish women, French women, 
the Acropolis, Pisa, Maltese architecture, The Sopranos and,  regrettably, Wayne 
Newton.

This leg of my journey all started innocently enough at my friend Chris’s recording 
studio back in Toronto. We were deep into an extensive project of recording 
every song I had ever written by that stage of my illustrious song-writing career. 
They were just simple vocal and guitar tracks of approximately fifty songs – many 
overworked, many underworked and some just right. I arrived at the studio at 9 
p.m. on a cool Friday night in September and waited for a younger artist to finish 
up his session with Chris. The young guy was a very gifted singer and player 
who showed much promise beyond his years. (He’s currently an established new 
country artist who shall remain nameless. I really should send him a few of my 
anti-new-country-folk-protest songs someday…fortunately I avoid songs that rhyme 
everything with pick-up truck.) 

After the young artist’s session, he stayed on and assisted with some of the 
engineering duties with Chris. He informed me that he had spent a few seasons 
making big money working for Disney, singing outdoors throughout the summer, 
and then working on a cruise ship throughout the winter months. After my session, 
we all sat around and jammed out some tunes from the great American song-
book. I pulled out my laminated master song list adding up to approximately three 
hundred songs – from ABBA to ZAPPA as the saying goes!

“Hey, how did you learn all of these tunes man?” he asked.

“I’m not sure. Guess it was the long, cold northern Ontario winters.” I responded.

“You ever thought of playing on a cruise ship? Big money for solo performers and 
I could likely get you hired,” he said.

Chapter 6
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This caught me off guard. “Why, I’m an artiste” I thought. “How dare he make 
this assumption?” Of course we’ve all heard the standard jokes about cruise ship 
entertainment: The Glue Factory for Aging Artists; The Black Hole of Never-Rans; 
The Mecca of Mediocrity – Simon Cowell (British television talent judge and 
scout) likely has hundreds more. I quietly smirked at this egregious offer and  
respectfully stated that this course of action felt misaligned with my master plan  
of world song writing domination. I did, however, accept a business card 
(remember those?) of the cruise line entertainment booker based in Miami. We 
finished the jam and I drove home to prepare for my workweek ahead.

I wish I could tell you where I was working at that stage of my life. I believe I was 
running my own small food company then. I was not at a stage in my life to yet 
have the confidence to jump headfirst into a bohemian lifestyle. This would happen 
further on down the road, but through these years I struggled immensely with this 
concept. 

At the time, I was a walking cliché:  I was badly out of shape, smoking like a 
chimney, drinking like a fish, eating like a horse, a two-bit Cassanova on week-
ends and a fraudulent participant in the nine to five chase for that pie in the sky 
on weekdays.  Hangover depression made Mondays easy and Tuesday’s deplorable 
– hump day would see the clouds part just enough to feel stable enough to nibble 
again on Thursdays which led to an all-out eagle flying on Fridays and Saturdays, 
while naturally Sundays…well…Sundays I got down on my knees and prayed. 
Yes, as my central purpose was misaligned, so was my life and it was during one 
of these binges that I stumbled into my apartment to finish off my last few beers  
at 3 a.m.

I’ll never forget this moment. I looked up at my computer monitor where for some 
unknown reason I had taped the cruise ship booking agents card. It was bright 
neon yellow card with really awful looking stock graphics. In fact, it seemed 
so bush-league I assumed that the company and the dude behind it must have 
vanished into the great cruise ship sunset. I decided to jump online dig around 
for some info on cruise ship entertainers.  After a few more nightcaps, I found 
my contact, still surviving in Miami with a flash animated DIY website and links 
to other low rent sites displaying America’s dimmest also-rans: Sergio – The 
Illustrated Illusionist! Maria -The Chanteuse of Belgrade! Comedian Mr. Goddard 
– Britain’s Other Dame Edna! South African Sommelier – Winston Harrington III, 
The Rockin’ Robins – Jerseys Finest Acapella Group. Intrigued, I found the contact 
link and sent over a one-line misspelled question at 4 a.m.: “I mite be in’erested 
in doin’ this…who do I talk to?”

In what should have been my next clue, I awoke the following afternoon to find 
a reply showing considerable interest. As such, the die was cast. This was still 
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when hard copy CD’s reigned supreme and I sent over one of my original CD’s 
for their consideration. They contacted me two weeks later with an offer: 
“We would like to offer you a spot on our Mediterranean cruise – it’s the jewel in 
our fleet with twelve day cruises which start in Barcelona and finish in Venice. You 
will be playing solo on the tenth deck each night – seven nights a week for a  
six-month contract. Fifty percent of the patrons are non-English speaking and as 
such, we’ve only ever had a flamenco guitar player for this slot. Pedro, our tenured 
entertainer, is in need of some time off and we’d love to try you out Jay! We think 
the standard North American songs would be a nice change of pace for this 
cruise. As a solo entertainer, you receive your own cabin, and you’ll make a 
premium wage with many privileges other staff members are not entitled to. It will 
be an experience of a lifetime. Please read the contract thoroughly and if we’re 
good to go, supply us with a copy of your passport and a signed physician’s 
copy of the attached medical form.”

I stayed inebriated for the next two weeks as I went through the process. My 
doctor was quite concerned about my decision to hit the high seas as I’d been 
living with vertigo for the entire year. He felt my symptoms were far too severe to 
chance living on a ship. I assured him it would likely be ok. (Boy was I wrong!  
If you’ve suffered from real vertigo before, you’d understand. Living with this loss 
of balance has been a nightmare).

To be honest I failed the first evaluation with my doctor, yet he informed me that 
much like an automobile emissions test, if I simply laid off the potent potables 
for a few weeks and ran around the block several times – I’d burn the toxins out 
of my system and pass the test. I took his advice and a mere thirty days later I 
received an “Approved” letter from the cruise line followed by a one-way plane 
ticket to Barcelona. I was in.

I left my job. I called my family and friends and we had a ‘Bon Voyage’ party on 
a cold Friday night in February and forty-eight hours later, I found myself sitting 
next to a beautiful Romanian lingerie model on a flight heading toward Barcelona, 
Spain. (Yes, this really happened – see similar Seinfeld episode,) We both ordered 
a glass of cabernet and I did what any lucky bastard in this situation would do: I 
listened, laughed and eventually exchanged phone numbers. We touched down 
in Frankfurt, said goodbye, and then I awaited my connector into Barcelona. (BTW 
we met for a drink when I returned to Toronto; however, the rose-coloured glasses 
were firmly off as her external beauty was greatly diminished by her incessant 
narcissism. Oh, and she was seeing one of the Crazy Canucks who owned five 
GTA ski shops, so that might have factored into it.)

I couldn’t stop thinking about that cold Canadian winter I’d just left behind. I 
kept grinning and singing Hoyt Axton’s gem over and over again “Well, I’ve 
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never been to Spain…but I really dig their music…they say the ladies are insane 
there…and they sure now how to use it!” Yes, for the first time in a while, I felt 
my world was crystallizing into a beautiful oneness. I walked off the airplane 
in Barcelona with my guitar feeling like one of the Fab Four entering America en 
route the Ed Sullivan Theatre. Get ready Europe – Aymar’s in the house!

Part 2 - Danke Schoen, Baby…Danke Schoen!

As the bus meandered its way through the streets of Barcelona, the inherent 
beauty of the architecture immediately struck me. The buildings, the cars, the 
people, the colour…THE SUN! That Lucky Old Sun with nothing to do but roll 
around BARTHELONA all day. That’s when I first laid eyes on the monstrosity. It 
appeared to be twenty five Holiday Inn’s smashed together into the form of one 
gigantic floating hotel. It was impressive, daunting, haunting - an engineering 
marvel of raw Capitalism. 

As impressive as it seemed, it immediately disgusted me. My heart sank. The 
actualities of my choices were confronting me. There it stood, hovering above  
the Barcelona landscape in its white metal glory. A floating Orwellian dystopia 
whose sole purpose was to offer the middle classes the illusion of freedom. 
(Okay, maybe that’s a little drastic). I know one thing for sure; it was blocking the 
sun and shadowing the colour that was part of the beautiful surroundings.

Suddenly, crackling out over the bus intercom we were jolted into reality by our 
Algerian ‘Ralph Kramden’ navigator, “Ok, everyone off of a da bus. We are at 
da sheep. Don forget a ting. Everyone off a da bus!”

‘With suitcase and guitar in hand, every stop was neatly planned for this 
conquistador and his one-man band.’ Before I could let the romance of the  
moment sink in, I was tapped on the shoulder by a large, inked up American  
girl who led me off the bus and toward the registration desk inside the ship.  
Not exactly the historical moment I was looking for.

“My name is Carrie. I am filling in for Lorraine who usually registers the entertainers 
for this cruise. Please register at that desk over there and don’t forget your ship 
manual. Now, here’s the key to your room. Oh, I see you have a single room? 
You’re lucky. Those are coveted, ya know. So, once you register, just go down 
the hall to the right, walk down two flights of stairs and find room 3004 at the 
bow on the starboard side. Oh, and I see you’re in Pedro’s old room. I’m not  
sure if it’s ready to go but I’m sure they’ll have it cleaned up before you finish your 
show. We sail away at 6 p.m. tonight. You will be starting at 5:45 and playing 
on and off until about 11 p.m.”
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“Wait a minute, Carrie. You mean I have to play tonight? I didn’t realize this? I’ve 
been travelling for the past 24 hours and really haven’t slept?” (Damn lingerie 
models!)

“Nice one Jay. You’ll be fine. I’ll be around if you need my help. Now go over 
there and register! I gotta run.” It happened that quickly. Suddenly I was traversing 
the underbelly of this grey dark institution with my room key, guitar  
and suitcase.

Oh, and you may wonder how I could pack for six months with one mid-sized 
suitcase?

Suitcase contents:

•	 two	pair	of	khaki	pants

•	 seven	pair	of	black	Fruit	of	the	Looms

•	 one	Eddie	Kahana	flowered	Hawaiin	shirt

•	 two	Jimmy	Buffett	Parrot	Head	t’s

•	 two	horrendously	preppy	golf	shirts

•	 two	white	long	sleeve	dress	shirts

•	 sneakers,	socks	and	sandals	(don’t	worry	–	the	last	two	 
  were never worn together) 

•	 wind	breaker

•	 a	tuxedo	(My	dignity	forever	buried	once	I	donned	that	thing.)

Yes, as part of the contract it was mandatory that I wear a tuxedo for two nights 
of every twelve day cruise during formal nights. I rolled this ‘borrowed’ piece of 
apparel into one tightly knit ball of hatred, and stuffed it firmly into the bottom  
of the suitcase. The glossy wingtip shoes served to hold my bow tie and 
cumber-bun. Yikes! Danke Schoen, baby…Danke Schoen!

I walked around the bowels of this ship for at least forty-five minutes looking for 
my cubicle like some rat sniffing about for the feeder trough. While scurrying 
around this warped maze I fumbled, stumbled, dragged and rested, nodded and 
smiled, asked questions, directions, washed, rinsed and repeated. I was at the 
twelfth station of the cross when I fell for the last time and some random Simon 
Peter apostle-type came to assist me.

“Hey buddy, I’ve seen you walk by me three times now. You lost?”

“Yup, sure am,” I responded with a look of ambiguous acceptance.

“Okay, go down to the end of the hall…go left, right, left, right, left, left, left…” 
he said.
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“Yah thanks, I got it Sergeant Carter.”

The steady swaying of the ship had already kicked my vertigo into overdrive. 
Dizzy, tired, lost, confused it felt like the first time I’d smoked a joint back in high 
school. Eventually I found it. Room 3004. I heard the choirs of angels singing out 
to me. My oasis! My humble abode for the next six months. What excitement. 

I opened the door and stood in utter amazement at what confronted me. I was 
shell-shocked. My knees began to tremble and my anger melted away into 
disgust. In one short hour, my life had turned upside down and knowing I could 
not turn back, I closed my eyes and made a wish.

“Please give me the strength to accept the things I cannot change.” It didn’t work. 
Even Simon Peter couldn’t help me. I lost it.

The first and most glaring of the indecencies were several condom wrappers 
strewn about this six-by-twelve-foot coffin. The beer cans, the nylon guitar strings 
(Clousseau deduced that 65-year-old Pedro was indeed getting some action, 
which in some ways, gave me a tiny ray of hope for my future lot in life), the 
miniature tequila bottles, the crumpled beer cans, the stained mattress, and to top  
it all off, the soiled linen. 

Now trust me on this one: I’ve stayed at The Ritz and I’ve stayed at The Pits and 
really don’t care about the pretences of either. All one can ask for are moderately 
sanitary conditions. I mean, this was beyond the pits. This made the back of my 
Buick Estate wood-grain panelled station wagon look like the honeymoon 
suite at The Waldorf! The anger subsided to resentment, which evaporated 
into disappointment, then, eventually, acceptance as I fought the overwhelming 
urge to break down and sob like a lost child. THIS was my Ed Sullivan moment? 
Gaining the strength to rise above the things I could not change? Yup. 

I’d made a string of bad calls in life but holy shit! “You’ve really outdone yourself 
this time Aymar.”

In desperation, I pulled out my contract and began the process of due diligence 
(granted, a little too late). I sat amidst the garbage and the flowers in my room 
and re-read my contract until I found the caveat that reduced me to rubble: 
“Should you quit, or be terminated for any reason, you will be responsible for all 
travel expenses home – including – and not excluding – and double speak – and 
old English – and bla bla bla circle jerk nonsense which was some Miami asshole 
lawyers ass-covering way of saying: You’re fucked amigo!

And so I was. “No one to blame but yourself buddy. You made your soiled bed – 
now lie in it! I dare ya!”
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Part 3 - Sandy, the Basilica is rising behind us

I won’t boast having a noble track record with women, the tax man, most 
employers, my closest friends and family, my bookie or my mail carrier, but for 
the most part I’m pretty straight up.  I thought to myself, what would the folks back 
home think if I just turned tail and ran at the first sign of discomfort? So what if 
this crazy cruise line hasn’t cleaned my room yet? So what if I have to perform 
right away? Who am I to think the world owes me a damn thing? So, armed with 
my new resilient attitude, I crammed my gelatinous frame into the phone-booth 
shower mechanism and began to wash away the sins of my past while psyching 
myself up for the task at hand: Join Jay Aymar – Tonight on the 10th deck for 
‘Sail Away’.

With renewed energy and a spring in my penny loafers, I found my way up to 
the performance space. The first of the cruise passengers were scouting things 
out as was I. The long half-moon shaped bar, which held approximately fifteen 
anchored wooden swivel stools, faced the back of the ship overlooking the port 
we’d be sailing away from. In this case it was Barcelona. Round anchored tables 
with retractable umbrellas were littered about the area with moveable wooden 
chairs. The stage area, which I called “Pedro’s Palace”, was a tiny three-foot 
circular area consisting of a stool and mic set-up. Everything was hard-wired into 
the overhead speakers and there were no monitors to speak of. 

I was immediately greeted by a sound-man who, strangely enough, was about 
the nicest crew-member I would meet for that first week. He extended his hand 
and said “I’m Dave. I’ll be your main sound guy for the next month while I’m on 
this cruise. You will meet the entire sound crew eventually but page me at any 
time if you have problems. The system is a little out-dated but I’ll make you sound 
good!” Famous last words.

“That’s great Dave. You sound Canadian. Where are you originally from?”

“I’m from Toronto. You’ll find a big contingent of Canadians working this cruise for 
the next month. We hang out in the staff bar every night so come down and I’ll 
introduce you to everyone.”

“Thanks man. I’m still getting my bearings here. What is the format for these 
shows?”

He responded quickly and with an eye-roll as if to tip me off that this monolithic 
floating institution was SO grandiose and disorganized that there was no real 
format for my show. I read between the lines and dropped the matter.

“So where in Toronto did you grow up Dave? Westside? Eastside?” (This has 
always been my way of pretending that I know a thing or two about Hog Town.) 
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“West-ender. I was in a band back home.  
“Oh really” I replied, “What was the name?” 
“Burt Reynolds Moustache” he said, as we both laughed a hearty chuckle 
knowing we’d get along just fine.

I took my position in Pedro’s Palace, sat on the stool and proceeded to perform 
some easy listening songs for passengers (oops – sorry ‘guests’) who came to 
the back of the boat (oops – sorry ‘cruise’). You know, stuff like James Taylor’s 
Greatest Hits: “Fire and Rain, Shower the People You Love with Love, You’ve 
Got a Friend”…then morph into side one of Cat Steven’s Tea for the Tillerman: 
“Where do the Children Play, Father and Son, Sad Lisa, Wild World”…then 
some syrupy Clapton: “Tears in Heaven” or “Lay Down Sally”, then slowly spiral 
out of middle of the road control into Eagles territory — free-falling into “Brown 
Eyed Girl” and “American Pie” without a shred of artistic dignity left. That is about 
how it happened. With every syllable that left my mouth, with every strum, I was 
left feeling red-faced and fraudulent. There was no denying the feeling. If I was 
going to be here for six months, I thought to my artistic self, there were going to 
be some BIG changes.

My new buddy Dave came back at 11 p.m. to ask how my four hours of playing 
went over with the passengers and if I liked the sound?

“Hey Dave, I am so overtired at this point I can’t even see straight. I can tell you 
a few things though. For starters, I may need an umbrella over my head from the 
hours of 6-8 p.m. as the sun is giving me third degree burns and I’m starting to 
look like a David Allan Coe song! Secondly, it seems that 70 per cent of the  
passengers are non-English speaking.  And finally, I hate sitting down when I 
play. Can we correct this?”

“Oh man, I hear you buddy. Let me ask the entertainment director if we can allow 
you to stand tomorrow!”

“Really? You have to ask about these types of things?” I responded.

“Oh buddy,  everything is finely tuned and regimented here. I call it a hurry up 
and wait policy. It’s organized chaos. We can get things done to your advantage 
but you just have to know how to go about it. Anyway, how was your sound?”

“Actually, the reverb on the vocals was very big. I’m not Julio Iglesias!” I said 
jokingly. “The sound system crackled quite a bit too, so you may have a dusty 
board. Oh, and the ‘no monitor’ thing. Is that going to be corrected?”

“Yeah I’ll see what I can do. The new gear is all in use for the Coco Band in the 
dance lounge. They don’t worry about us back here. You’re pretty much on your 
own to work it out as you please. Except they have strict rules about reverb and 
standing!”
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Let me repeat that. “YOU ARE PRETTY MUCH ON YOUR OWN TO WORK IT 
OUT AS YOU PLEASE!” That is what he said, and in my overtired, lounge lizardy 
kind of way, I took that to mean “It’s your show so stop asking questions about 
stools, monitors or even song content and just do you thing and see what happens!

It was midnight when I arrived back to my shoebox and I was pleasantly surprised 
to see that things were spic and span.  No trace of Pedro, although I still had 
these horrific mental images of him and Maria (Remember Maria? The Chanteuse 
of Belgrade) sipping cheap Chianti on said mattress while singing Guantanamera 
in beautiful harmony. Oh, the games people play (thanks Joe South).  Yes, this 
single bed was awaiting me with new linen and a fresh start.  Without wasting 
any time, I dove into my new catacomb and giggled myself to sleep, knowing I 
was off the clock until 5 p.m. the following day.

“I think I’ll sleep in until 4 p.m. Yah, sixteen hours of sleep should get old Aymar 
up and running like a top.” I slipped into a REM state so deep I had another one 
of my crazy, lucid flying dreams. If only I could have flown my soul home.  

After eight short hours I was interrupted with an authoritative knock on my cabin door. 
You know those kind of knocks where you want to find and pummel the asshole  
who is hammering so loudly and rapidly without fear of impunity. I believe a 
knock should consist of three light-to-medium taps with the knuckles. The ‘knocker’ 
should have the courtesy to wait at least thirty seconds for a response (at least in 
this situation). But not this asshole. This guy was knocking as though the Titanic 
was sinking. My lack of response led to his fist pounding the door and screaming 
“wake up – wake up – boat drill – boat drill!”

I assumed that covering my head with a pillow would make it all go away. I lay 
still for twenty minutes while I heard his calls slowly fade down the hallway. I 
heard doors opening around me and people mumbling as they wandered about 
like disoriented zombies. Could I have successfully dodged whatever reprehensible 
‘team meeting’ they had planned for me at this ungodly hour? YES! I did it. A 
mini-victory for the protest singer. I stuck it to the man. I closed my eyes and woke 
up at 4 p.m., still jet-lagged and wobbly but a little less blurry-eyed.

I remember this pattern lasted for about five days.  Wake up – shower – walk to 
the stage – play on and off for six hours – come back to my room – sleep – avoid 
the occasional morning knock on the door – go back to sleep. Wake up – repeat.

It wasn’t until the sixth day that my eyes really opened up and I felt adjusted, rested 
and comfortable enough to scout my surroundings and meet my new world. I 
walked up to my stage area where I noticed a new microphone, no stool, an 
umbrella for shade and a small monitor at my feet. Things were looking up.

I started noticing everything. The clouds had parted and there I was near Monaco, 
sailing away, playing songs I truly loved as a child. “It wasn’t that bad”, I thought 
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to myself. Wow, look at the ocean. Amazing! What are those kids looking at 
over there? Are those whales? My god that’s beautiful. Look at that table of single 
girls over there. I wonder where they’re from.They surely must have come back 
just to see me. My delusional self-kept up with the positive thoughts until a tall, 
slender German waitress walked over and introduced herself. 

“Hi Jay, I’m Brigitte. Pleased to me you! The guys behind the bar are all friends 
from Romania and we’ve been working this cruise for six months. Pedro was really 
flashy when he played his Spanish guitar. He would get people dancing and that 
really helped us with tips! Feel free to get the crowd going if you want!” 
“Hey Brigitte, I appreciate that. I haven’t really had the chance to speak with 
anyone about procedures here. I’ve heard I have to sit down on a stool when  
I sing? I’ve been sleeping all week and am just coming around now. Hey I’d  
really like a beer. Is that cool?”

“Well, Pedro used to have an occasional wine on stage so I think we can arrange 
that for you!” she said.

And within a nanosecond of that first Heineken hitting my lips, I was off on a 
musical journey which would forever change the way the staff and patrons saw 
“Sail Away – with Jay Aymar”. I broke into long diatribes on my lack of sleep. 
The lingerie model on the way over. My background from Sault Ste. Marie in 
Canada. You name it I was talking about it. I sang my fair share of Canadiana to 
expose these poor lyrically-deprived people to proper songs from Leonard  
Cohen to Sam Roberts. 

The more I performed this unique full-on Canadiana show, the more word spread 
with the North American English-speaking passengers who suddenly took over the 
place. By the end of the week with one day left on the first full cruise, I walked up 
to my new stage area with a tuxedo on, stood under my shaded umbrella where 
a cold Heineken sat chilled on a small table beside me, greeting my new 
‘acquaintance’ Sandy from Miami Beach, Florida.

Sandy, was a typical Floridian girl: bright, full of life and energy. Naturally blond 
hair and a big bright white smile. (Her blond hair may have been the only thing 
natural about Sandy). Everything about her radiated fun and freewheeling good 
vibes. I’d been having such a great time with her for the past two nights hanging  
out with her after my shows. I’m not sure what her real life was like back in 
Miami, but she sure seemed like a beautiful soul. We hit it off immediately. She 
had slowly spread the word about this crazy Canadian guy hosting an evening 
outdoor sing-along party on the tenth deck. 

Suddenly, I’m arriving to my little ‘sail away’ performance spot, and the Romanian 
bartenders have taken it upon themselves to move in an extra ten tables with 
chairs. One of the waiters came up and said “We were worried about you at 
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first as no one understands your language. Now you have every North American 
spending money back here. Keep it up and we will keep you in free beer. We 
are making more money in tips than we did with Pedro.”

“Absolutely brother, just keep the beer flowing.” I responded.

And so it was. I was waltzing around with a Heineken in my hand and a smarmy 
Wayne Newton smile permanently plastered on my face. The entire look was 
complimented with a pocket full of breath mints, Marlborough Lights, found 
Wayfarer sunglasses, a bad liver, a three-day girlfriend, an out dated catalogue 
of songs, new Romanian pals, a German waitress who kept slipping me insane 
love letters and a very, very badly burned neck.

It was a full week of debauchery and good times. I realized with my new north 
American fan base I could start peddling my own songs with the accompanying 
CD’s I’d made up for the trip. I played them all. From the sentimental ballads to 
my alter ego raunchy songs, i.e. “I’m an instant asshole just add booze!” and the 
crowd would laugh hysterically. I hadn’t seen my own bed in days until it was 
time that I bid Sandy farewell. We spent our last night together overlooking Venice, 
sailing away with the Basilica drifting off in the background while I played her 
Jimmy Buffett’s ‘A Pirate Looks at Forty.’ She would be flying back to Miami in  
the morning.

I finally made it back to my room feeling like a world-class Matador who’d just 
conquered every bull ring across Europe. I was en route to Spain to collect my 
spoils from the King!  Take no prisoners and forge on with a steady heart. This 
time I laid down to sleep with glorious images in my mind. As I drifted off, I 
could hear the steady pounding of the waves crashing in the distance. I started 
humming Jim Morrison “The cars hiss by my window like the waves down on the 
beach I got this girl beside me but she’s so far out of reach.”

I woke up in the morning and noticed the tiny cabin phone hidden under the 
bedside table. I hadn’t seen it there before. It was flashing a red light. I picked 
up the phone and it immediately told me to enter my room number to access the 
code. I did.

‘You have three new messages.”

Message one. “On behalf of the cruise lines we would like to welcome you to 
our bla bla bla automated welcome aboard message”. DELETE.

Message two. “Hey Jay it’s Sandy. We’re all partying in the disco. Feel like meeting 
us here?” Hmmm… obviously she left that message four days ago. DELETE.

Message three. “Mr. Aymar, this is the entertainment director Roberto. Please 
report to my office as soon as you receive this message.” ‘Hmmm…this was sent 
yesterday so that’s good,’ I thought to myself. 
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I vaguely remembered being introduced to Roberto on my first day at the registration 
desk but it was a very foggy memory. I woke myself up, sauntered over to the  
all-you-can eat breakfast buffet to meet Sandy and bid her adieu. (As a solo  
entertainer I was allowed to dine with guests during my off hours. This was not 
the case for the poor 98 per cent of the other employees).

I slowly made my way into Roberto’s office for what I assumed was to be our formal 
introduction and his glowing praise of my standing room only performances every 
night during ‘sail away’. Word had it my shows were the talk of the ship, so it 
was to my great dismay that when I walked into his office, he asked me to close 
the door and sit down in a stern unaffected way. Something felt amiss.

“How are you today Roberto?” I said with my newly minted Vegas smile.

“Just who in the hell do you think you are? AND where in the fuck do you think 
you are? Are you kidding me? We’ve arranged for your immediate dismissal 
when we return to Barcelona and you can count yourself lucky that that’s all we’re 
going to do. You can find your own way home from there!”

“Whaaaaa? What’dya mean? I think you have me confused with someone 
Roberto?”

It was at this moment, he stood up out of his chair and pulled out a dossier on 
yours truly and slammed it down on the desk in front of me. It looked something 
like the Dead Sea Scrolls.

“Read it” he exclaimed. Like a shamed schoolboy I flipped through these top 
secret files detailing my past twelve days, complete with conversations and  
testimonials.

“So did I do something wrong?”

“Did you do something wrong? Christ almighty!
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  THE SLUDGE BOAT 

 
Part 4 - I was their Che Guevara and didn’t even know it

Roberto read aloud the small file of passenger reports on my behaviour. It went 
something like this:

•	 The	entertainer	used	the	word	‘asshole’	in	a	song 
•	 He	was	drinking	alcohol	while	performing 
•	 He	was	fraternizing	with	the	patrons 
•	 Smoking	on	stage	in	between	songs 
•	 Playing	original	songs	we	had	never	heard	of 
•	 It	was	too	crowded	with	people	dancing	and	singing	too	loudly	

From the Big Brother files:

•	 Spotted	on	camera	entering	a	female	guests’	cabin 
•	 Informed	by	a	member	of	the	entertainment	dance	team	he	was		
 found ‘making out’ with said female guest on the LIDO deck. 
•	 did	not	attend	a	single	mandatory	ship	drill 
•	 did	not	register	with	the	purser

and on and on and on.

The tirade came to an end and as is the case in these situations I just allowed 
myself to go numb and try to convince myself things would be okay. I knew they 
would not be okay and I was truthfully ready to have a meltdown. I mean, it was 
already a very tough head-space. Being a solo artist, I hadn’t really met anyone 
to befriend. I was still in a post jet-lagged fog – drinking and sleeping too much 
– adjusting to playing four hours of songs on and off seven nights a week – my 
vertigo (which I kept on the down-lo) in overdrive from the constant rocking of the 
ship. No, this tirade just left me feeling lifeless. I was ready to accept Roberto’s 
misunderstanding with me and just leave quietly.

“Mr. Aymar, how can you sit there and play innocent? How can you feel you’ve 
done nothing wrong? My god, what cruise line did you work with before?  
Carnival?” he asked 

Chapter 7
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“No sir, this is my first time trying this.” I replied.

“Your first time trying what?” he said.

“Working on a cruise ship. I generally perform my own songs back in Canada 
and I thought this might be a great opportunity to see the Mediterranean.” I said.
Roberto seemed highly perplexed. “Wait a minute, where did you come in from 
again?”

“Canada! Just two weeks ago.” I said emphatically.  “Didn’t you know that?” 
“Well now, it appears there has been some miscommunication here” he said. 

And with that, Roberto asked me to sit tight as he left me waiting in the office 
for twenty minutes. I could sense the balance of power had shifted back into my 
favour but I wasn’t quite sure what it was all about. The best I could hope for  
was to have them cover my plane ticket back to Toronto and we’d mutually call  
it a draw. He arrived back in the office with a resigned look on his face.

“When you arrived in Barcelona you were asked to pick up your information at 
the registration desk. It appears our head office in Miami may have assumed you 
were a previous employee with us. Did you pick up the handbook on our codes 
of conduct while working for us?”

“Roberto, with all due respect, I showed up jet-lagged out of my mind and began 
playing.” I went on to tell him the exact truth of what I went through over the past 
twelve days. He was seemingly in shock. What perplexed him was that NOT 
ONE entertainer had come to introduce themselves over this time. I explained  
that I was sleepwalking for the most part: going back and forth to my room to  
the stage and then basically hanging out with Sandy and her friends at night. 

Again, he asked me to remain in the office until he returned. I sensed somebody 
somewhere was going to be in a world of hurt. I was just hoping it was going to 
lead to them covering my plane ticket home.

Roberto was a slight man. I assumed he was of Puerto Rican descent. He wore 
tiny round specs of the John Lennon variety. He was constantly sweating and very 
tightly wound. A fast talker and often speaking too close for a comfort. There was 
always a strange odour emanating from his tiny office which was hard to identify. 
It had the whiff of bad cologne and cheap whiskey. Something you might find 
at the end of a tavern bar next to a jar of pickled eggs. His suit was a getting a 
little shiny from one too many days at sea. It was likely an inexpensive linen suit 
picked up in Naples with some breathability yet, unfortunately for poor Roberto 
it displayed every low-rent wrinkle. All of this to say, that the fellow was neither 
fooling me, nor intimidating me. I’d already been through the grinder with real-life 
sharks in the corporate world and this two-bit ass-covering routine was very see-
through.
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“Well Mr. Aymar, it appears you have a second life. This has never happened 
in my years of working as an entertainment director. We are going to allow you 
to plead ignorance this one time. We’ve scheduled a private one-off information 
session with Admiral Papadopoulos first thing in the morning. I must tell you now 
so you’ve heard it here first: We encourage you to engage your audience in 
between your sets. Absolutely NO FRATERNIZING with the patrons! Your role is 
unique in that you’re allowed to converse and dine with them but you are forbidden 
to socialize beyond that. Under no circumstances can you enter a passenger’s  
cabin. This is grounds for immediate dismissal. Secondly, we are a ‘family friendly’ 
cruise line and off-colour language and adult-themed material is forbidden. Your 
role is to play quietly in the background while guests enjoy sailing out of port. 
We do not want big crowds attending any one area of the ship at any given 
time. We want them to traverse the ship constantly. We like to have the casino 
busy!”

Then the penny dropped. That is where the built-in mediocrity with cruise ship 
entertainment came into play. The more mediocre the entertainment, the more 
likely the guests will move around, eventually walking through the strategically 
placed money-generating casino in the dead-centre of the main floor. It was easy 
to see the role laid out for me. Do your job quietly and efficiently. Give it 60 per 
cent every night. Be pleasant with the guests, but don’t engage them too much. 
Party all you want with the staff, but make sure you’re presentable every day – 
seven-days-a-week for the next six months.

“Oh, two more questions Jay,” said Roberto. “Why did you not attend morning 
boat drills?”

“Oh well you see Roberto, I kind of thought it was like frosh week back in univer-
sity. You know, someone knocking loudly on your door, just pulling a prank and 
trying to get to me to participate in a drinking game. You know?” 

“Interesting? Fair enough.” he responded.

Then as though he completely changed his tune with me, he said “Now I’ve been 
informed from our Miami office that you’re an artist with your own material. They 
claim you’ve put together a CD for sale during your shows?”

“Yes I went through a long, detailed process with that,” I said. “They agreed I 
could sell my own CD’s but wanted to approve the songs and cover art so we 
went back and forth until I had a CD made up just for this purpose. They asked 
for an 8×10 glossy black-and-white photo for the cover with a white shirt and 
black tie. Of the titles suggested: ‘Memories - Jay Aymar’ was the chosen title. 
It’s really a compilation of my songs decided upon by your company.  They had 
full control but I went along with it. They were shipped to your head office. Blah, 
blah, blah.”
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Roberto was very impressed with this level of due diligence and now sought to 
help me out with this. “Okay, Jay, we’ll have them when we arrive in Barcelona 
and you can sell them at the gift shop for $15 each.”

“Yup, that’s in the contract,” I replied. “I get $10 of that, and you guys get $5! 
Anyway, sounds good Roberto. I’ll be at the meeting tomorrow morning and this 
will hopefully clear things up for me.” And with that, I left his office a free man.

Ignorance was bliss but now I could feel that stunning light of reality burning 
my retina. I had to face the simple fact that I was a caged animal. Devoid of 
thought, free-will, artistic expression – simply but a cog in their great wheel – 
dehumanized. You ever think about those poor souls living in communist regimes 
or under corrupt dictators? I’ll hang with Rousseau any day and bask in the 
beauty of free will under a social contract. Don’t get me wrong, a noble-dictator 
would be ideal, it’s just that they’re oh so hard to find! Roberto? He was similar 
to most of them, running his own game and scrambling to cover his ass at every 
given moment. He gave me a stay of execution and for that I temporarily gave 
him the benefit of the doubt. This cozy relationship would last a short while until 
the inevitable would happen. You hide a protest singer in tux for too long, and 
somehow the truth will fuse with anger and turn into action. Well, you’ll be happy 
to know, I learned how to break every rule in the handbook and get away with it.

I made my way back to my cabin to change into my stage clothes. When I 
arrived back at Pedro’s Palace I was greeted by Dave the sound man. “Hey man. 
I got a directive from head office that you need to use the stool. We’ve got this 
wireless headset for a microphone you have to wear too. I’ve been instructed to 
turn up your reverb” he said.

“Oh come on. Seriously? Now I’m a cross between Perry Como and Madonna!”

I sat down and began to perform the lamest, dialed-in set of my career. There 
were long instrumental breaks and repeated verses. I was stretching songs into 
eight-minute vanilla pabulum pieces.  Everything suddenly sounded like The 
Carpenters Greatest Hits. I switched from beer to coffee to keep myself awake 
from my own mediocrity. My Romanian bar-tending buddies turned on me. Brigitte 
was still writing me weird love letters. Suddenly there appeared Greek admirals 
coming back to sit and spy and hustle lonely American women looking for their 
one Shirley Valentine moment.  Unfortunately the guests who arrived assumed this 
laid back show was my desired artistry. Europeans would stop by, sit for an hour, 
give polite applause then make their way back to the casino: All according to the 
prescribed rules and regulations of Captain Hoyle and his gang of little criminals 
originating from a numbered company somewhere in Nassau. 

I just kept repeating to myself, ‘Be a team player Aymar. Don’t say a word. You’ll 
get through this.’
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I finished my show and felt it would be good time to meet some of my fellow 
co-workers, so I meandered down to the belly of the beast and into the staff bar 
for some buck-a-beer shenanigans. I was floored by what was really going on in 
this den of iniquity.

“Hey, who are those girls dancing on that table” I asked to a random co-worker?

“Is this your first cruise?” he asked.

“Sure is. I’m Jay the Canadian singer on the tenth deck covering Pedro’s old spot” 
I answered. 

“Are you kidding me? Dude, you’re a hero!” he said.

And with that he led me over to a table of female dancers from England and 
said, 

“This is Jay, he’s the Canadian guitar player covering for Pedro. No shit. This is 
him.”

I turned around and my new buddy was at the bar buying a tray of beer for all of 
us. The cigarette smoke was thicker than pea soup. Gangster rap was blasting at 
ear-crushing decibels.

Suddenly I heard a phone ringing in my ear! “Where am I?”

I looked down to see a pile of clothes beside my bed. I fumbled for the phone. 
“Hello Jay? This is Admiral Papadopoulos, I’m running a bit late and wanted you 
to know that I’ll be at the meeting room in twenty minutes!” 

Wow. What a break. This was a gift from heaven. My one responsibility for the 
day ahead and I almost slept through it. As it was, I would be intoxicated for this 
session. Suddenly I heard a soft voice beside me.  “Who was that?” she said.

“Who are you” I said?

“You’re kidding me right?” 

“Oh wow, I’m really sorry Brigitte but let’s face it, we were both very drunk. I 
have to go but you can stay here if you wish. See you tonight during my show.”

(This life was all about easy come, easy go. She would become an ally. We 
spent many glorious days together dining in the great cities of Europe.)

I gave myself a ten-second bird bath and shuffled my way into the admiral’s office 
where he stood in full regalia in front of a whiteboard and a projection screen. 
Luckily, there were two other convicts next to me so I was out of the limelight.

“Welcome to your training session. I’m Admiral White Suit and on and on” until 
the training video began. 
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I was crying with laugher on the inside. I mean, this thing ran like some work 
safety video with approximately twenty different case scenarios acted out. What 
not to do was followed by what to do. It was like the failed models network 
complete with bad acting, a bad script and a semi-autocratic overtone to the  
entire one-hour waste of time. Yes indeed, I had inadvertently broken almost every 
rule put in place. Then as I sat remembering the details of the previous night, 
I remembered how I had become an accidental cult hero for my authoritative 
resistance. It seems word had spread about this crazy Canadian guy who was 
drinking and swearing on stage and blatantly walking into guests rooms and 
making out with a passenger on the lido deck.  They didn’t want to be seen in 
my company but loved me from afar. I was their Che Guevara and didn’t even 
know it.

“Are there any questions” the admiral asked?

“Yes I have a question. Does the ship’s nursing station supply us with free Tylenol?”

I left with my new certificate and ships manual and promised myself it was time to 
turn a new leaf. Hell if I couldn’t have any fun on the ship, I may as well discover 
the great cities of the world. Believe it or not - I did!

Part 5 - War is over. If you want it. 

Putting the sins of the past behind me I realized it was going to take a fresh new 
attitude to navigate my way through the mental gymnastics that was this cruise 
ship odyssey. I’d now become somewhat of a legend for my antics and as a  
result, had a free pass to act as though I was Jack Nicholson adding comic reality to 
this ship of fools ala One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest.  With my new standing,  
I boldly strutted to the tenth deck to resume my six hours of performance slavery.  

A few days earlier, I’d concocted this crazy scheme of singing some slavery 
songs to compliment my surroundings and make life a little more tolerable. I realized 
that few people were actually listening to the songs as they stared out at that  
endless sea. The starry nights and the salt water air kept them daydreaming of 
other concerns. Usually during my breaks I was treated to their inner thoughts: 
How much their spouse had spent at the casino; the annoying children in the pool 
area who kept splashing water on their ‘Fifty Shades of Marriage-Kickstarter’; the 
ten pounds of vacation weight they packed on in five short days; the watered 
down lounge singer and his pathetic cries for help; how the soggy shrimp had 
made them feel nauseous. The list was endless.

It was amidst this background that I burst into my new repertoire. “Nobody knows 
the trouble I’ve seen”, “Amazing grace, how sweet the sound that saved a wretch 
like me!” and on and on.  For good measure, I left them with Randy Newman’s 
classic “Sail Away”, the song about the slaver selling the merits of America to the 
slave. 
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“In America you’ll get food to eat 
Won’t have to run through the jungle 
And scuff up your feet 
You’ll just sing about Jesus and drink wine all day 
It’s great to be an American

In America, every man is free 
To take care of his home and his family

Sail away sail away 
We will cross the mighty ocean into Charleston Bay 
Sail away-sail away 
We will cross the mighty ocean into Charleston Bay”

It seemed every time I performed this song it was met with a rowdy, enthusiastic 
applause. I’m thinking people heard ‘sail away’ in the chorus and assumed it was 
a sailing anthem. The irony of the content was completely lost on everyone. Well, 
almost everyone!

“Bravo. Bravo. Ha! Ha! Ha! Brilliant mate! Absolutely brilliant! Mike’s the name 
son.”

I looked up to realize it was the ship’s comedian. He’d heard about my subversive 
antics and showed up early to have a glass of wine and introduce himself. During  
my break I gave him the ten minute breakdown on my story and then politely 
asked him what he did with his free time when he wasn’t performing. 

“Oh well, I’ve been commissioned to write a book on bullfighting and matadors 
by the Spanish government. I’m an expert on four subject matters: the works of 
Bob Dylan, Pablo Picasso, Ernest Hemmingway and bullfighting. I know every-
thing about their work and their personal lives. I’m being paid to follow around a 
few matadors and capture their story. I love going to the bullfights. I try to write a 
bit of that every day.”  And with this he went on a tangent about the pageantry 
and rituals involved in bullfighting. He had the tremendous gift of putting these 
detailed historical insights into layman’s terms. 

“Wow! That’s amazing. Is that what you’re writing about now?”

“You mean this? Oh no. I’ve been asked to submit a piece to The Guardian on 
George Bush Jr. It’s tentatively entitled ‘George Bush is the Anti-Christ!’ It’ll be a 
miracle if they accept the title!” 

“That’s hilarious. Good luck with that one. So how long have you been working 
on the cruise ships?”

“Oh god! This is just a recent detour in life.”

And this is when I learned his entire story. And what a story it was. 
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He was in his late sixties but was still drawn to the idea of writing satire, 
performing comedy sketches, directing plays and living with an inquiring mind. 
He explained how he’d had a few heart attacks and had suffered from various  
illnesses which had slowed him down considerably in the past few years, but in 
his earlier days he’d performed the world over. Back in the 1960’s he’d even 
toured with The Beatles and would later work with and befriend comedic legend 
Robin Williams. He’d been known as British TV character actor with countless  
appearances in shows and had produced and written for many. (During the time 
that I was hanging out with him, many British people of that era continuously 
came up to him saying they knew him from a show called The Comedians.) He 
told me he’d performed the London Palladium many times with the likes of Cliff 
Richard and Elton John. In short, he was a comedy writer but also loved performing 
and directing as well. In later years, he’d been part of comedy pantomime troupe 
in which he appeared dressed as various female characters. This was his routine 
for the cruise ships. 

My interest level in this was off the charts. To think that everything I loved was in 
this short bio. 

The Beatles. Comedy. Shakespeare. Rock n’ Roll. 

“What was it like doing sketch comedy back in London in the 1960’s?”

“We’d take the piss out of everything. It was common for men to dress up as 
women and women to dress as men and completely mock every sanctimonious 
institution we could think of. Our little troupe became so popular they gave us a 
TV show and it was a hit. John Lennon was quoted as saying that I was his favourite 
comedian. I became friends with Robin Williams and was even invited to the 
White House. I even have framed the picture of Bill Clinton and myself. ”

His willingness to divulge so much information about his life during our brief 
introduction should have been off-putting. It should have sent my sceptical nature 
into overdrive, but for some reason it didn’t. His manor and way of speaking 
was so rapid fire, so genuine that I intuitively knew this guy was the real deal. I 
encouraged this backstory with even more questions. 

“So how did you wind up working on this cruise?”

“I’d always been drawn to Barcelona through Picasso and the bullfighting culture. 
I thought I would work out a deal with the cruise line to give me a headlining 
spot for a few years while I saved money and lived in Barcelona. That’s exactly 
what I’ve done. Through my research I found an apartment where Picasso once 
lived. I had it documented by the city officials and luckily it came up for rent and 
I grabbed it. I now live in Pablo Picasso’s beautiful loft apartment and have the 
paperwork to prove it. I’ve always felt I’ll retire near London though. That much 
I know.” 
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Mike’s story went on and on and on. I learned an amazing amount of information 
from him in that forty minute break. Then he surprised me. 

“Mate, you wouldn’t know this but I’ve been quietly writing over in the corner 
outside of your view for a week now. I’ve been listening to your original songs 
and I really came here to tell you I think you should give me a CD to send along 
to my best mate who’s the head honcho at the Warner/Chappell in London.”

“That’s a kind offer. Was there any song in particular that caught your attention?”

“Yes indeed. That song about hippies turning into yuppies is one they might be 
able to use on a specific compilation disc I’m helping with. Once you get one in 
the system, you’re off to the races! Why don’t you start your second set with it!” 

“Well, that’s an interesting choice Mike. I once had a radio deejay from Georgia 
say of that song that ‘Hopefully someday Mr. Aymar will write and record songs 
about sincere people’. I liked that line so much I memorized the quote and always 
use it to introduce the song with complete insincerity!” 

It was an odd song selection and one that I didn’t see coming from my new 
acquaintance. The song was pure novelty, one I’d written for an entire album of 
novelty songs a few years early called Cashing in on Peace. 

But, as we all know, there is no accounting for taste! Whether it’s in food, fashion 
or music, you just can’t explain why some things resonate with some people, 
while those same things are reviled by others. 

Without wasting a minute’s time, I took to my stool, strapped on my new vocal 
headset and began singing my anthem to the hippies who’d sold out over the 
years.   
FROM HIPPIE TO YUPPIE (IN THIRTY YEARS FLAT)   

Well this one goes out to all you hippies from nineteen sixty-eight 
who preached of peace and love and stop the war and forget hate
it seems you’ve traded in your Microbus for a brand new shiny SAAB
and now you’re all just yuppies in the burbs working on your tennis lob 
and I hear you say

Times have changed so much
kids are strange these days
they’re so out of touch
they’re in some purple haze
at least we respected our folks
we all knew the power of the pen
sure we grew our hair and did some tokes
well that’s just the way it was back then
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From tie-dyed shirts to mini-skirts and a passion for Indian rugs
you traveled around the world just to find yourself getting high on  
manufactured drugs
a lifetime later it’s nine to five with one-point-three mouths to feed
the Red don’t bleed and your kids concede that you’re a product of  
capitalistic greed
and still I hear you say
 
Times have changed so much
kids are strange these days
they’re so out of touch
they’re in some purple haze
at least we respected our folks
we all knew the power of the pen
sure we grew our hair and did some tokes
well that’s just the way it was back then 

This verse goes out to you hippies still dying for the cause
I’m sure you’d roll a nice number for Levi Straus if he could outfit  
Hugo Boss
Floyd won’t fill your void and you’re sad the Jerry’s joined the dead
it’s time to breeze to The Keys with your shaker of salt and party  
with the Parrotheads 
and still I hear you say

Times ain’t changed that much
kids are great these days
they’re so in touch
they all know Purple Haze
and we’re all respecting our folks
we all know the power of the pen
sure we grow our hair and do some tokes
just like the way it was back then
 
This one goes out to all you hippies of nineteen sixty-eight
who preached of peace and love and stop the war and forget 
Haight-Ashbury cause it’s gone…it’s over man

That was the song Mike wanted to pitch for me. Fingers were firmly crossed. 

When my second set was over, he informed me that he had to split to do his 
comedy show in the theatre at 8p.m. that evening. I said I’d sneak in for thirty 
minutes in between sets. 
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When I arrived, I basically saw a world-class comedic mind in full female British  
flight attendant regalia slaying a few hundred people with topical, relevant 
humour. He also worked in the time honoured tradition of picking on the hard of 
hearing in the first three rows. He’d taken to chastising an elderly woman who 
kept falling asleep and waking up during the show. When she was sleeping, he 
broke character and invented her backstory for the audience to hear. When she 
awoke he shifted back to the flight attendant. The deft touch of a master having 
some fun on the high seas. I thought to myself, if he was truly once touring with 
The Beatles and was now working this cruise ship then I certainly couldn’t play 
the artistic integrity card anymore. If Mike could do it so could I. The difference 
was he’d created this setting for himself to be close to bullfights and the inspiration 
of Picasso in the air. I’d done it to avoid my life. That’s quite a difference. 

In the weeks that followed, Mike continued to attend my shows and tell me about 
the ins and outs of the cruise ship life. He only saw it as a means to and ends 
and suggested that I take a new approach to my self-imposed slavery-like conditions. 

“Hey, I know all too well what it’s like to be solo on this ship. We’re not part of 
troupe. We’re working alone and as such, that leaves us with our days off to fend 
for ourselves. One thing I’d recommend for you is the ‘volunteer day-trip assistant’ 
position. The ship is usually in port every morning and docked. Most people get 
off and roam around these great cities of Europe. I’d suggest you do that. Once 
you’ve had your fill of Naples, Florence or the beaches of Santorini, I’d recommend 
you volunteer for the day trips to unique destinations.”

Mike certainly didn’t have to convince me that this was a great tip. I’d been at 
my wits end trying to figure out how I could make the most of this crazy adventure 
and it seemed perfectly logical and progressive. (Especially coming from a guy 
who’d already schooled me on the brief history of Europe in five short days). 

In short, the position required me to wake up at 7:00 a.m., head down to the 
first deck lobby and check out what day trips were on the books that day. My 
gig was to hold up a big paddle with the cruise line logo on it and lead the 
guests to the bus waiting twenty paces away from the ship. En route, a tour guide 
would spew out a brief history lesson and usually within thirty minutes to an hour 
we’d arrive at our destination. Once there, I would stand around with the sign as 
though I was a pre-school teacher commandeering a student field trip. When it 
was over I lead them back to the bus and home to the ship. In short, this one tip 
allowed me to see the most stunning parts of Europe I could ever imagine.

Of the thirty excursions I embarked upon the most memorable was the site of 
Olympia in Greece. I felt an amazing rush of emotion in the field where the original 
hundred yard dash took place. The crumbling statues to the victors lined the 
entrance.  It reminded me that sport, for better or for worse, will always be part 
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of the human experience. Maybe sport will someday be more than the opiate of 
the masses. Maybe the Olympics will someday unite us all. War is over. If you 
want it. 

Other memorable excursions included “How to build a Gondola” in Venice. I 
thought of a few luthiers who would have been inspired by these craftsmen.  Or 
the day spent in the Dubrovnik war museum followed by a drive to an outdoor 
chalet in the countryside where we dined against a beautiful mountain backdrop 
and a babbling brook running through a garden of flowers. The dichotomy of 
the recent war atrocities, the rudimentary roadside graves; the resilience of the 
people I met. It all left an incredibly deep impression on me.  War is over. If 
you want it. 

The weeks slowly turned to months. Something deep and enriching had finally 
come out of this experience. It took a British comedian to steer me in the proper 
direction. 

I knew there were a few things left that I wanted to do with my remaining few 
weeks on this floating sludge boat. For starters, I wanted to take Mike up on the 
offer to see a real tour of Barcelona. 

The first tour of Barcelona went down as planned. Mike was leading me to his 
favourite tapas restaurant in the Bohemian district. Along the way he continued 
to rattle off the historical significance of every piece of architecture; the beautiful 
angles and curves of the Spanish women strolling nonchalantly through the 
Barcelona heat; the colour, the music, the poetry of it all. Suddenly, out of 
nowhere I heard a crescendo of noise erupting through the streets. 

“What’s that sound?” I asked

“Look up!” he replied.

I glanced up to notice people draped out of every open window banging pots 
and pans. Suddenly I realized everyone on the street had stopped. They were all 
making noise with whatever tools they had at their disposal. Car horns erupted 
into a symphony of sound. 

“What’s the deal with this Mike?”

“Oh, for the past month everyone here makes a bunch of noise for a few minutes 
at 4 p.m. every day to protest the war in Iraq.”

“Incredible!” 

War is over. If you want it. 

“Hey mate, we’re dangerously close to my flat and I think we have time to pop in 
to get my mail. Let’s go for it. We’ll have to pick up the pace!”
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So without questioning our time left to get back on the ship, we made tracks over 
to Mike’s apartment where a plaque beside the main door entrance read “Pablo 
Picasso inhabited Apt. #  --- from the years of ---- to ----? (Unfortunately I can’t recall 
the street, apartment number or years of Picasso’s residency here). It was all true 
although I’d never really doubted him.

When we arrived inside to pick up his mail I was amazed to find an enormous 
studio apartment with a world class view of the district. Four floor-to-ceiling book 
shelves each containing specific subject matters. Book shelf number one: Dylan. 
Number two: Picasso. Number three: Hemmingway. Number four: Bullfighting. 

“These are just a tiny portion of the books written on them Jay. I’ve only kept the 
best of the best.” His best of the best included at least two hundred books on 
each subject. Then his office area held the pictures of his friends. Many pictures 
of him and Lennon and The Beatles, Graham Nash, Eric Idle, Robin Williams, 
The White House pictures – all of it. 

“Hey Mike, do you think you’ll retire here?”

“No mate, I just want to finish this book on bullfighting over the next five years 
then I’ll head back to Jolly Old!” 

And that was that. In the final hours of my cruise life experience, the greater gods 
of the universe allowed me to meet a character as rich in life as this. It was a 
sludge boat miracle. We both agreed to keep in touch, but as life often goes, we 
never spoke again. I’d heard from a few of the Brits on my final nights that Mike 
was a bit of an unheralded comedy legend. They all knew him and said he’d 
influenced so much of the writing and great sketches for the BBC. I was proud to 
have met him.

As for Warner/Chappell and my novelty song? Well, I guess the A&R guy must 
have been a hippie turned yuppie because I never heard a word. Mike assured 
me he’d sent it along, but having his approval for that song was good enough for 
me. My tour of duty had come to an end. I was to jump back on the plane in two 
days and prepare myself for the long flight home. I only had one more thing to 
cross off my bucket list.

It was my very last night to perform and the cruise director asked me to come 
down to his office to square up some paperwork and collect my final pay.

“I’m not sure this was the right fit for both of us Jay. I do hope the experience was 
well worth it in the end though. Right?”

“Uh, yeah. It was great.” (This torture? Get me out of here!)

“Well, I just want you to know that tonight we arrive back in Barcelona where 
my wife and parents and friends are joining us for the evening. We’ll be dining 
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on the back deck for the majority of the night. I look forward to hearing you play 
your nice quiet songs while we dine.”

“Uh, yeah. For sure.” (Nice quiet songs while we dine? Asshole! All pigs are 
created equal but some pigs are more equal than others. This war is not over!) 

It was a perfect night. The stars were shining and the moon was beaming down 
on the Mediterranean waves. In walked the cruise director with his wife, family 
and friends, looking like some ensemble cast of comedians in a failed pantomime 
sketch. (The exact kind of scene Mike and company would have expertly ridiculed 
on BBC One!) 

As they finished their dinner and I finished my subversive rendition of Newman’s 
‘Sail Away’, I strolled over to the table, addressed Roberto and said “So how are 
you folks enjoying your time on the boat?”

“Excuse me? Jay, as you know we refer to this a cruise. Not a boat. And these 
are guests – not folks! And you should wait to be invited over to a table before 
approaching anyone uninvited!

“Oh I know that sir. I just came over to tell you that your fly is open.” 

“What?”

“Yeah, I noticed that on the way in. Your fly is down. I’m just trying to save you 
from future embarrassment.” 

His wife, parents and friends all laughed out loud as he instinctively went for his 
zipper below the table. I had no idea whether his fly was up or down, but I knew 
that saying so would make him flinch and he’d have to move his hands below the 
table. Naturally, everyone would assume his fly was down regardless of its true 
position. But the real win was exposing his pomposity in that moment. I set him 
up by intentionally using the word ‘boat’ and gunned him down with the “you’re 
flying low” gimmick. The war was over. Chalk one up for the protest singer.

I walked back to the stool, affixed my headset microphone, and strummed my 
guitar one last time and mumbled

“Free at last, Free at last, Thank God almighty I’m free at last.” 
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      Your Fibre-Optic Fi l ters Turn My Protest  
      in to Spam

I always try to remind myself of the basics. I’m a white male born into a politically 
stable, wealthy country. I’ve been afforded the luxury and privilege of proper 
education, clean running water, food, shelter and the opportunity to choose what 
I do with my life. In my humble opinion, to choose to live as an authentic artist in 
North American society is a noble endeavour.  That said I believe it’s equally as 
noble to be an electrician, a cook, a farmer or computer programmer. 

As an artist and musician, I often hear at least one of the following questions 
every single day:

Who’s listening?  
Why write a book when you can write a blog? 
Why record a studio record when you can capture a live video? 
Why would anyone pay for music anymore? 
Are you making any money? 

The last one – Are you making any money?  Some make money. Some survive. 
Some die. Cream rises. So does hot air. In the words of Stephen Leacock, “The 
harder I work the luckier I get.”  

On occasion you’ll meet an enlightened soul who’ll tap you on the shoulder and 
instead ask:

“Have you written any new songs lately?”, or, “What are you reading these 
days?” Keep these people around you at all costs.

If you have the good fortune of making money as a result of your art: bravo. As 
Texas songwriter Guy Clark so eloquently stated in his classic song, ‘Cold Dog 
Soup’: 

“There ain’t no money in poetry, but that’s what sets the poet free.”  I’ll sing to that.

Let’s let Kris Kristofferson have the final word on this one from his song ‘To Beat 
the Devil’.

Chapter 8
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”And you still can hear me singin’ to the people who don’t listen 
To the things that I am sayin’, prayin’ someone’s gonna hear 
And I guess I’ll die explaining how the things that they complain about, 
Are things they could be changin’, hopin’ someone’s gonna care.”

In one way or another I’ve written about the arrival of the internet and its effect on 
art and culture in many of my songs. I predict that in our immediate future, privacy 
will once again be coveted; poetry will be all the rage and Paul Simon will write 
one more opus. But I digress…

Here are some examples of my own:

The Change (Album: Halfway Home – 2010) 
‘With satellites and mega-bytes this talk is building trust 
It’s like we’re finally making mud out of water in the dust 
So let it rain, I can feel the change’

Seriously Delirious (Album: Passing Through – 2011) 
‘The other day I saw the forest clean through the trees 
I saw a million wandering minstrels a bunch of Dylan wannabes 
They were walking around in circles waiting for some call  
Someone’s gotta tell them a hard rain’s a gonna fall 
Because the kids are swapping files just like their swapping spit 
The record biz is dead Zed, the kids don’t care a bit 
But a song is still a song when it kicks you where it counts 
So I’ll lie here in this gutter and sing my sermon from the mount’

Tune Out, Turn Off, Drop By  (Album: Overtime – 2013) 
“I heard it on the radio I saw it on the news 
The medium keeps on marching but the message has the blues 
I shout it from the mountaintops and tell you who I am  
Your fibre-optic filters turn my protest into spam 
It’s cold in this place, there’s a fire in the sky 
I need to see your face 
Tune out, turn off, drop by’

 
I see this trail as though I am a Voyageur transporting songs. The people who 
host concerts are tenders of the trail. The beautiful souls who attend the concerts are 
there to share in the experience. The musicians (the other Voyageur’s) crisscross 
the trail meeting up to share stories and songs. It’s about that simple. Suddenly 
it becomes a small world. This instant communication of the internet has made it 
much smaller.  
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In the meantime, I thought it might be a worthwhile exercise to go through my 
Facebook posts for analysis.  Isn’t it amazing what we decide to share with the 
world? 

Here’s a sampling of my Facebook ramblings from the past few years:  

Sherbrooke, Que. Sunday, August 19, 2012 at 12:51pm EST 

Had a great conversation yesterday about Rose Cherry who passed away of 
cancer in 1997. I woke up this morning thinking about the interview I read with 
her in the Saturday Evening Post from a few years prior to her passing. In that 
interview she discussed the ‘man’ versus the ‘mask’ / the poet versus persona, 
in reference to her husband Don. Think what you will about his politics (I know, I 
know) but her insights were pure and real. That’s all I can say.  That article really 
did inspire the song.  I’m singing it tonight and I dedicate this one to the mothers, 
sisters, daughters and wives around the world. As George Carlin said “and looking 
at these results, that if there is a God, it has to be a man. No woman could or 
would ever fuck things up like this.” Thanks you George. Thank you Rose. Thank 
you women of the world.

Sault Ste. Maire, ON. Sunday, March 17, 2013 at 11:34am EDT

Happy Saint Patrick’s Day! I’ll send this one out to the Heaney’s, Rooney’s, Hennessy’s 
and Cullen crew. I’m home visiting in the Soo and my dad is desperately trying to 
find authentic Irish stew to bring home for mom today. He said he’s always liked 
to do something special for her on this day. He’s already bought her a card and 
a green sweater and now he needs some help for the perfect trifecta.  How great 
is my dad eh?  So where can we purchase some ready-made Irish stew today?

Ottawa, ON Wednesday, March 20, 2013 at 6:01pm EDT

Having a quick dinner at my show and seated near the kitchen. The chef and his 
staff were blasting some Ozzy! “Hey dude this song ROOOCCCKS! This one is 
seriously heavy dude!” Suddenly the owner walked in.  Not noticing me, he burst 
into the kitchen and put on Stompin’ Tom. He said, this is officially Stompin Tom 
month around here. When he left, I heard Bill and Ted shouting at each other 
again: “I got to get some more old country. Duuude this stuff ROOOCCCKS! This 
guy is hilarious! My mom used to listen to Hank Snow! I love this stuff.” Then the 
owner came over to my table to say, ‘Unfortunately we may be quiet tonight as 
they’re having a memorial tribute concert to Chopper McKinnon beside us!” At 
the very least I’m happy to hear that Stompin’ has made some in-roads with these 
metal heads. Rock on!

Yellowknife, NWT.  May 22, 2013 at 12:42pm EST

Visiting Andy and Stacey and the kids up here in Yellowknife. Andy generously 
sprung for the ticket from Edmonton! He brought me around to some of the small 
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reservations that are proudly thriving in the area. We talked about Wab Kinew 
for a while.  
I was first a fan of Wab Kinew after hearing him discuss how we conduct First 
Nations dialogue and our approach to the conversation. He suggested we be 
fearless on either side. He believes that dialogue trumps all. We can’t be afraid to 
talk about reconciliation, treaty rights et al, while worrying about political correctness. 
We simply need to talk. I wrote a song entitled “I Really Don’t Remember” about 
this exact sentiment.  The title is to suggest the ‘white man’s’ collective amnesia 
when it comes to the sins of our past. I’ve recently rewritten the middle part of the 
song and will be rerecording it someday.

Regina, SK. Tuesday, July 30, 2013 at 1:18pm EDT 

Wow, the unthinkable just happened. My computer crashed and with it I lost 
three new songs. They’re gone. Hopefully I can reconstruct two of them and one 
(which was a gift) is going to be hard to get back. That song came to me in a 
quiet motel one night in Saskatchewan. Now it’s gone along with its funky chord 
changes and cool imagery. I wonder if there is any way to retrieve it. Oh well, as 
Buck Owen’s once said “The good melodies and words will always come back if 
they were meant to exist.” I’ve got to believe in that line for a while. 

Burlington, ON. Saturday August 10, 2013 at 12:32pm

Another an amazing concert last night! Dave and Dianne sure know how to do it 
up right. Wild lighting scattered throughout the seating. Shadowy listeners circled 
around the stage. It felt a like a mini-Woodstock. I first met Dave out at the Sea 
Dog Saloon in Shelburne, NS. He was on vacation and I was playing a show. 
We hit a great kitchen party that night and witnessed some incredible Maritime 
musical magic. He told me a story last year that made me laugh until I cried. It’s 
so good I can’t repeat it. These guys rock!

Windsor, ON. Friday, August 16, 2013 at 12:26pm EDT

It’s been several years since I’ve seen the other half of our record collection. I’m 
finally walking back through memory lane and laughing at some of our purchases 
my brother and I made. Of the 10,000 circular albatross’s collected, we certainly 
came up with a few gems. Just flipping through the first box to be played this 
weekend: Joe Turner - Have No Fear Joe Turner is Here, The Ray Charles Story, 
B.B King, Tom Waits, Jimmie Dale Gilmore, and last but not least the album that 
gave us way too many laughs over the years:  Red Sovine’s I Didn’t Jump the 
Fence.  This has the creepiest album cover in history of album covers and perhaps 
the most perverse backward logic you might ever find in a song. You might find 
this a waste of living, but for our money, listening to hillbilly poetry into the wee 
hours is as close to heaven as it gets. 
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Alma, NB. August 28, 2013 at 1:02am EST

What is the role of the artist if we’re not challenging ourselves?  My favourite 
quote about the art of words and language is by the modernist novelist and poet, 
James Joyce. I discovered this quote in the back pages of an old literary text book 
dissecting his work and highlighting the influence he had on literature.  Joyce 
specifically talks about poetry, but to me, it applies to all artistic endeavours. I’ve 
always loved this quote: 

“Poetry, even when apparently most fantastic, is always a revolt against artifice, 
a revolt in a certain sense, against actuality. It speaks of that which seems unreal 
and fantastic to those have lost the simple intuitions which are the tests of reality. 
Poetry considers many of the idols of the market place unimportant - the succession 
of the ages, the spirit of the age, the mission of the race. The poet’s central effort 
is to free himself from the unfortunate influence of these idols that corrupt him from 
without and within. The poet is the intense center of the life of his age. He alone 
is capable of absorbing in himself the life that surrounds him and of flinging 
abroad again amid planetary music.” James Joyce (1982 – 1941)

Yarmouth, NS. September 5, 2013 at 8:56pm EST

RIP Dr. Stompin’ Tom Connors. I thought you’d live forever. Your Live at the Horseshoe 
was one of the first albums I’d ever heard. My sister Jeanne bought it in university 
when was just a kid. I thought that you were magical. I was proud of you when 
you gave your Juno’s back! Your legend will continue to grow as your spirit for 
this country is unsurpassed. I sure hope they stock Moosehead in heaven. And yes, 
I can equally appreciate Stompin’ Tom and Leonard Cohen. Don’t ask me how. It’s 
just the way it is.  

Toronto, ON. Tuesday, February 25, 2014 at 9:17am EST

Aaaaannnddddd…..that’s a wrap! 

On the two-day drive back to Toronto we took a pit stop into Decatur, IL which 
is essentially Dante’s 7th circle of hell. I love the smell of soy in the morning. Or 
better yet that carpet freshener in the No-Tell Motel. Turn on the tube and what do 
you see? An infomercial for God by...wait for it....wait for it....Peter Popoff. Yeah 
that’s right. You can’t make this shit up. He looked like the love child of George 
Hamilton and a Ken doll. Needless to say, I went to bed and had terrible 
dreams.  It’s a long story. In a scene which might resemble TS Eliott’s ‘Wasteland’, 
we crossed a bridge covered with billowing smoke through a series of one-way 
streets only to find we were going in circles. It was Mad Maxx meets The Great 
Depression. (Ok, so I don’t work for the Decatur tourist bureau).

In fact, earlier that day (in reality) as we rolled on past the houses, farms, and 
fields for another ‘Good Mornin America, how are ya?’ Flohil pointed out a 
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Liberty Tax office in a strip-mall. Fixed atop of the business was a semi-deflated 
weather worn green Statue of Liberty balloon. She was leaning backward at a 
45 degree angle. “Like everything else in this country, it’s made of plastic and 
blows in the wind!” Only Richard could come up with this one. Genius! I love  
this guy.

We’re leaving Kansas City, Kansas City there we go. That’s right Dorothy. We’re 
not in Kansas anymore; the Pope is on the cover of Rolling Stone; and I need to 
kiss my Canadian gal ASAP! 

Belleville, ON. Saturday, April 12, 2014 at 12:24pm EDT

Our great big family lost a cousin this week. He was in his prime. A cousin left 
us before we could see his second act. We are grieving together and will heal 
together. Many of us couldn’t be home for the funeral as we are scattered about 
the country. I informed my cousins that tonight I will dedicate this show to Jeff and 
the family. To Theriaultville I will sing ‘I”ll Leave When I’m Ready to Go.’

I woke up this morning and read about the floods, Ukraine, pings in the ocean, 
spring fever, Jesse Winchesters passing, and then immediately thought about my  
family up north and what they’re going through. Go out and be with friends and  
family and have a laugh tonight. Raise one for Theriaultville. We’ll raise one for you.

Sussex, New Brunswick Tuesday, April 29, 2014 at 11:47am EDT 

Throw another one on the pile. It appeared quickly and that’s a very good sign. 
Quick is a relative term I guess. For me the theme appeared along with the 
melody simultaneously. The lyrics presented themselves as almost ready made. It’s 
like catching a wave of symbols and riding it into shore. Once you’ve found that 
sweet spot you just hope there are no interruptions.

It’s like when Samuel Taylor Coleridge was writing Kubla Khan on an opium trip. 
He was obviously riding that wave perfectly, until his neighbour knocked on the 
door to return a shovel. Dammit! He was shaken out of his dream-like state and 
back into reality. You can tell where this happens in the poem too.  It just kind of 
drops off. 

The song I wrote today is tentatively entitled ‘Walls Are Pages’. It’s a Banksy-
inspired tune about a village graffiti artist. It became apparent that Simon and 
Garfunkel’s ‘words of the prophets are written on the subway walls and tenement 
halls’ had a lot to do with the inspiration. Luckily it finished itself before any outside 
forces derailed it. I like it so much I might even perform it for people someday. 
Thank you muse. Just for that, I’ll sing your song tonight: ‘What a Dream’. You did 
me well and I’ll return the favour. Unfortunately I can’t dedicate ‘What a Dream’ 
to Mr. Coleridge as it’s already a nod to his contemporary William Blake.  See:  
The Echoing Green. 
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Thornhill, ON. Saturday, May 17, 2014 at 8:43am EDT

Selling a large portion of my record collection soon. This is going to be painful. 
Maybe I should have a yard sale and invite interested parties to come take a look 
first. Trying to figure out how to do this. But seriously, who needs some pristine 
Hall and Oates records for skeet shooting?

Medicine Hat, Alberta. Monday, July 7, 2014 at 4:43pm

And that’s why I love Alberta! A Canada Day show at The Ironwood!  Wine-Oh’s 
a few days later. Dummer and Rosie and family in Ponoka are a carbon-copy of our 
family in Northern, ON – they just don’t know it yet! What first-class treatment.  
Then it was off to Jeny and Phil’s for Soul Fest in Twin Butte. They are pure Zen-
Canadiana, if that makes any sense.  Their steeple is high on this music trail. 
Then we finished the week of concerts at Clint and Caitlin’s place. The attorney 
with a passion for horses, cigars, fine scotch, beautiful woman and music. I’ll 
forever sing the song ‘Apple Pickin’ for their shy daughter who’s learning the 
piano! Favourite picture of the tour was Featherstone looking quite sophisticated 
while reading a book entitled ‘On Bullshit’. Wow can she play the violin and 
harp. She gets a standing ovation every time she plays an original harp piece. 
Really incredible!

Next stop: Golden, Revelstoke and then Leanne’s concert in Kelowna, BC! 
Gonna miss you Alberta.

Kelowna, BC Saturday, July 12, 2014 at 3:52pm EDT

It was another great concert in Kelowna last night. What a unique stop on the 
Canadian trail. Surrounded by mountains in the distance we sang all night long. 
I can’t thank Steve, Leanne and Seba enough for hosting us. Leanne’s mother is 
hilarious! And Steve, being the good Bay Sainte Anne boy from Miramichi sure 
knows how to throw a first-class shindig. Our mutual Acadian roots were showing.  
This stop is always one of my tour highlights. 

Bowser, BC. Thursday, July 17, 2014 at 10:01am 

Last night we had one of the best concerts with very special friends – Liz and 
Doug Champagne. I met them through Ann and Gary Holmes who put together 
concerts for us several times (Gary is a John Prine inspired picker and grinner 
and railroad engineer who has a lot to do with Roots on the Rails! Spectacular 
people).

Doug and Liz’s concert setup was incredible. Imagine an outdoor setting in the 
beautiful BC islands with some of the finest people you’d ever have the privilege 
to know. Wine and song was plentiful. Sahra performed her harp exquisitely. 
We even performed some new songs.  Bowser is a beauty nestled away on BC’s 
Vancouver Island. Contrary to what my friend Bob asked “No, it is not named 
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after the lead singer of Sha Na Na!” lol.

I remember after last year’s concert we spent the following morning watching disgraced 
televangelist Jim Baker via satellite. (Over a few Caesar’s of course).  Jim was 
flogging bottles of holy drinking water from his new ministry. Someone was 
overheard saying “I heard they finally found Jimmy Hoffa under Tammy Faye’s 
make-up!” You can’t make this stuff up.  Long live the Champagne Breakfast. 
Thank you Doug and Liz and Gary and Ann. They just don’t come any better! 

Cortes Island, BC. Monday, July 21, 2014 at 10:32pm EDT

Cortes Island, British Columbia. I’d rather call it: The Isle of Empowered Women.  
That’s the magic of Cortes.  A concert at the hall during the big day followed by 
a new fan/friend who sailed us around the island and into Carrington Bay - the 
site of a recent two day rave on a tiny island.

The show was the final appearance for Sahra, which brought her harp into full 
light once again. From the wings, I noticed a woman crying during her song 
‘Butterfly’ and naturally they applauded for another. Followed by a full standing 
ovation as predicted.

Sandy Lake, Manitoba Sunday, July 27, 2014 at 4:49 pm

Well THAT was one of the more memorable shows last night. The auctioneer and 
his jazz hands daughter who “coyote uglied” on the bar (thank you), the perogy 
ladies of the local museum, the table of twenty regulars who bought a ton of 
my merch, Pat for all the beers, Al for thinking I had a twin brother who wore a 
cowboy hat, Dave at the bar who’s quick with a joke and a light of your smoke 
but there’s someplace that he’d rather be, and the prettiest country girls behind 
any bar in Canada!  

I’m trying to remember the names so here we go: Dave, Katie, Michelle, Al, Jeff 
the chef, Colin, Erin, James, Roper the dog, Bob, Al, Brenda, Pat, Glen, Dougal,  
Al and Gail, Neil and Deb, Bob, Dane, Stan, Bea, and Shauna, Al and Michelle, 
Gary, Ted and Lexie, Darryl and Emily, Rick, Carol and Al, Larry and Larry and 
his other brother Daryl and Kevin Smith all the way from Yarmouth, NS. Whew! 
(That’s why I carry a guest book for people to sign). 

So there I was doing a solo performance and things got carried away with the 
crowd interaction. Suddenly the show morphed into a high-wire act of comedy, 
crowd participation and singing original tunes. I don’t think I’ve laughed that hard 
in ages. As Jimmy Buffett famously said “You had to be there!” 

The owner here is a real gem. Judy has the knack of making everyone feel totally 
at ease. It looks like I’ve arranged for our four-piece band to perform here in the 
fall. Time to get Zueff and his crew.  
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Been playing the Overtime album in complete order lately and I’m thinking tonight’s 
another great time to do this. Soon to be homeward bound.

Thunder Bay, ON Friday, August 1, 2014 at 12:40pm EDT

It happened again. I performed these two songs at The Apollo in Thunder Bay 
last night. The only two overtly political songs I’ve written (and told through 
the eyes of the individual) ‘King of the World’ (George W. Bush Jr.) and ‘Your 
Precious War’ (returning Iraq War Veteran) were introduced as songs meant to 
bookend each other. King of the World assumes George Jr. is finishing his father’s 
war and in return receives his father’s long overdue respect .This makes him feel 
as though he’s king of the world. Your Precious War is told through the eyes of the 
veteran who returns from this war: he’s lost his legs, his marriage and his resolve 
to carry on. 

After carefully introducing the songs, an intoxicated woman sitting within the 
listening crowd was leaning into her husband who was wearing camouflage style 
pants and matching t-shirt. She screamed out “Some fucking people served for 
this country asshole! Stop playing this song!” After I finished, she leaned forward 
glaring at me with arms crossed then flipped me the middle finger for the duration 
of the song.  When it was over I tried to explain that this song was meant to initiate 
debate (for better or for worse).

I don’t profess to understand geopolitical events any more then the next soul, however, 
I am wary of anyone who insinuates they DO understand it all, or worse, people 
who don’t want to have the debate whatsoever. 

I decided to carry on with the second song:  Your Precious War. Halfway through 
the song, she stood up and screamed “fuck-off” one last time and left the bar. 

The sad part is what Horace referred to as Dulce Et Decorum Est. THE GREAT LIE 
“That it is great and glorious to die for one’s country.”  These days I lean more 
toward Ghandi. With the world seemingly falling apart in every corner I would 
suggest more of this dialogue through artistic expression. 

The good part is that I met a cool couple in the audience, David and Janet Tangness 
who run a concert series in Toronto and we might build a nice show together in 
the future. See what happens.

Toronto, ON. Thursday, February 5, 2015 at 1:33 pm

Almost six years ago I walked into The Painted Lady on Ossington Ave. in down-
town Toronto and had a beer. That one beer magically turned into three more 
and those three turned into a long night and a six-year friendship. Somewhere 
in all of that, I met Sam, Nikky and Jess - the family who dared to defy the odds 
and open up this burlesque-themed gem of a music venue on Ossington. Fresh out 
of NOLA working on location scouting (see The Big Easy) or on artistic retreats, 
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they were big on aesthetics and they knew about music and sound (an incredible 
sound system). 

With every passing year I found myself performing more and more at this cool 
venue. There were Saturday matinees, CD releases and even a few live podcasts. 
Suddenly I woke up one morning to realize that these fine folks had become more 
that passing acquaintances; they’d become good friends. It’s a rarity in this 
business of here-today-gone tomorrow venue owners. Sometimes as artists  
we forget how difficult it is to run a successful venue. 

To that point, The Painted Lady folks really are passionate about music of all 
stripes. In the words of Jess Potter “Great art is great art. If it’s authentic and real it 
deserves to be felt!” This explains why you can walk into The Lady on any given 
night and hear a three-piece band hammering out ska-punk or fusion jazz. Their 
website sums it up perfectly:  ROCK’n’ROLL, FUNK’n’SOUL Burlesque Bar, purveyors 
of uncommonly fine music, beer, whisky, vodka, incredibly delicious food and 
diverse cultural pursuits.

The site also includes the following quote by James Brown:  

“When I’m on stage, I’m trying to do one thing: bring people joy. Just like 
church does. People don’t go to church to find trouble, they go there to 
lose it.” I love this place. I love these people. 

St. Andrews by-the-Sea, NB. Monday, May 18, 2015 at 11:02 am

The six week tour that has kept me in the Maritimes is coming to an end. What 
a tour it’s been! Now I know why Roland Glauser’s Charlotte Lane restaurant in 
Shelburne, Nova Scotia wins so many awards. His passion is reflected in his 
food and it’s incredible. Kathleen, his wife is the perfect host who’s also in a trad 
folk band with Robbie Smith who’s had songs covered by Roger Whittaker. It’s 
starting to feel like everyone is connected. It goes something like this: My friend 
Mitch Podolak is connected to Stan Rogers who was connected to Laura Smith 
who is connected to Richard Flohil who is connected to Irish Mythen who’s now 
connected to Rod Stewart who ‘s song Maggie Mae just played here at the 
Kennedy Inn  where Moe and Salina hosted us with perfect Martime hospitality. 
Someday I’m going to have to learn to love lobster.  My perfect Rae of sunshine - 
she’s smiling through the yellow tulips and life feels grand.  

104
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It was 7:00 p.m. on another sub-zero, deep-freeze night at the Pee Wee arena in 
Sault Ste. Marie, Ontario. On the way into the rink, you could see puffs of smoke 
from the Algoma Steel mill choking out the west-end residents of ‘the Soo’ be-
low the hill. If the men weren’t busting their backs in the mill, they were hanging 
around a cold patch of ice most nights, whether it was to watch their kids or the 
local team from the major juniors, the Soo Greyhounds. That’s how it was then. 
That’s how it still is. Some things never change.

That night, it was supposed to be my big chance to prove to the world (well, my 
world anyway) that little guys could still come out on top, and I was ready for 
the fight.  My skates were all laced up. Equipment on. Gloves and helmet at the 
ready. Stick taped. Butterflies planted firmly in stomach and ready to take flight. I 
couldn’t wait to get out on the ice! 

Into the change room walked our coach Steve, who said “Okay guys, you know 
the drill. It’s the last game of the season and a win means we win the league 
championship. If we lose, well that’s okay too.” He was a great coach that way.  
He’d put me up on right-wing that year, moving me up from defence because he 
thought I was a natural passer.magicians. Some kids had devoted their lives to 
this and were brilliant. 

2 105
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      The State of  the Music Industr y  
      by Richard Flohi l

I hope you won’t mind if I interrupt this book of short stories to 
bring you an insight on the state of what participants call the music 
“industry.”  

Every November, in a 1950’s Jewish resort hotel in the Catksills in upstate New 
York, there’s an annual four-day conference where artists, agents, booking agents, 
venue and festival promoters, record industry professionals, graphic artists, folk 
DJs, journalists, photographers, publicists and production professionals all get 
together.

The purpose is to exchange ideas, attend workshops, panel discussions and 
seminars, participate in an exhibit hall, and go to formal showcases — as well 
as late-night “guerilla” showcases, usually fueled by beer and wine, held in hotel 
bedrooms.

It’s also a supportive affair that can be described as a group hug for singers, 
songwriters and business people in the “folk” world — however one defines that 
four-letter word.

My friend Richard Flohil was asked to be the keynote speaker for the event back 
in 2013, and I’d like to share his talk. In a world where pundits seemingly relish 
the decline of the music industry, it took a passionate music fan, supporter, insider 
and keen critic to sum up the world I share with hundreds of other singers, song-
writers, musicians and business people. 

This summary of the “machinery” that literally brings music to your ears seemed 
like a perfect analysis. Enjoy. 

Chapter 9
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Richard Flohil:

Here’s a tall order. I have been told I must be inspiring, thoughtful, controversial, 
funny, and I have just a few minutes to do so. 

I am aware that it’s odd that I’m here before you. Not quite as odd, though, as 
when I was asked, two or three years ago, to keynote the International Blues 
Challenge. Fancy an English born speaker who emigrated to Canada, with Dutch 
and German Jewish parents, standing up and telling a audience in Memphis — 
of all places — about the blues.

So here I am, a senior citizen from north of here, with a funny accent, traveling 
on a British passport and kept cheerfully alive thanks to a socialist health plan that 
costs me $6.00 per prescription, parachuted into the United States — a country 
that, from outside, seems incredibly polarized and populated by right-wing 
lunatics, evangelical God-botherers, and extremists of all kinds. 

And, dammit, I know it’s none of my business, but since you only have two political 
parties, and one of them hates women, gays, African Americans, Hispanics, 
immigrants, and anybody under the age of 30, you have to understand how 
nervous I get whenever I cross what used to be called the world’s longest 
undefended border.

That said, I am always surprised — and delighted — by the warmth and hospitality 
that I experience every single time I visit the United States, From California to the 
Great Lakes Waters, from Smitty’s Corner on the south side of Chicago in the 
early 60s to the Philadelphia Folk Festival in the 70s, from New York to New 
Orleans in the 80s, I’ve always been welcomed with smiles, laughter, ridiculously 
generous breakfasts, and the hospitality that seemingly all Americans extend to 
visitors. 

As some anonymous source said, politics is show business for ugly people. And 
Lord knows, in our country and yours, we’ve got some very ugly people… Could 
someone tell me where you keep the Ann Coulters and Glenn Becks and the flatulent 
talking heads of the Fox News Channel, and explain why I’ve never been able  
to meet them and their followers?

Toronto, the city I’ve lived in since 1957, is still remembered for a corpulent, 
crack-addled, drunken now ex-mayor with anger management problems. And our 
prime minister, a control freak if ever there was one, is somewhat to the right of 
Attila the Hun, and may well — if we let him stay in office — succeed in making 
Canada the newest State in your union.

“The journey is always more fascinating than the destination,” said some ancient 
philosopher, and the travel stories are legion.
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We came here to this odd hotel because of our passion for music. I came here 
because Douglas Dawn, my music teacher, described jazz as “cannibal music 
performed by black people with bugles.” Such were the times, nearly 70 years 
ago — and thus encouraged, I discovered Louis Armstrong, Duke Ellington, Jelly 
Roll Morton and the young English imitators who attempted to recreate the 
American music of the twenties. 

It was enough to make me want to be in America, but in the mid-fifties, Americans 
were going through the Joe McCarthy era;  I could not come here because, 
when asked by a stern man in the American Embassy whether my grandmother 
had been a communist, I could not answer. The Canadian embassy was more 
amenable. Did I have a passport? Was my heart beating? Did I have a trade or 
profession — I had now been a newspaper reporter for six years?  Fine, welcome 
to Canada.

Three months later I was a landed immigrant in Canada with $200 in my pocket 
and no job. On my first day I discovered a booming musical scene — probably 
because so many black American musicians visited the city, which they found 
tolerable and tolerant, and where they didn’t have to check whether or not they 
could eat at whatever restaurant they chose, or stay in whatever hotel had rooms.

Walking down our main drag, Yonge Street, I saw a sign on my first afternoon in 
the new world: Earl Hines and his All Stars. Stunned, I walked into the empty bar, 
and asked the bar tender whether this was THE Earl Hines, the man who had 
played with Louis Armstrong in the 20s and led a pioneering big band in the  
40s. Yes, he said. Ohmygawd, how much is it to get in? Free, was the answer, 
but you have to buy two drinks. 

The next night I heard a rotund pianist, in a bar with a hockey game on a black 
and white screen above the stage; his name was Oscar Peterson. And the night 
after that I saw a package show at Maple Leaf Gardens (now a grocery store, 
incidentally), that included Fats Domino, Chuck Berry, John Lee Hooker, Clyde 
McPhatter and more… The promised land.

Unable to sing, play an instrument, or even dance very well, I did what I could to 
help music happen in my  new country; I had a part in bringing to Canada, for 
the first time, Sleepy John Estes, Muddy Waters, Howling Wolf, Robert Nighthawk 
— and, later, B.B. King, Bobby Bland, Buddy Guy and more.

And all this led me to folk music. Invited to a folk festival — whatever that was — 
called Mariposa, I was asked to host a “workshop” (whatever that was) with Son 
House, Sonny Terry and Brownie McGhee, Sippie Wallace and John Hammond 
Jr. And that weekend, 45 year ago, I met Ian & Sylvia, Phil Ochs, Gordon Lightfoot, 
Buffy Ste Marie and more…
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For me, this was a discovery equal to that of Isaac Newton, unearthing gravity as 
an apple fell on the head.

In all the years since I started my journey, I’ve been blessed – no, privileged — to 
work with wonderful artists. Loreena McKennitt, k.d. lang, the astonishing Serena 
Ryder, The Chieftains, Stephane Grappelli, Miles Davis and on and on. I’ve been 
to hundreds of festivals, and I’ve heard rivers of astonishing music in bars and 
coffee houses and concert halls and at gatherings like this.

The journeys YOU traveled to discover “folk” music are, I know, as different — 
and maybe more interesting — than mine. 

And I’ve come to some conclusions about this music we call “folk.” 

This may be heresy, but can we drop the F word? Let’s just call it music. The F 
word limits us terribly; “folk” is almost terminally un-cool. The media think it knows 
what “folk” is and we see it in the media after (or during) every festival: Face-
painted children. Bearded and grizzled banjo players, even older than I am. 
Buxom young women with Birkenstocks, dancing by the side of the stage. God 
bless helicopter dancers everywhere, but if can you imagine anything more open 
to derisive laughter, let me know.

We all know the bromide that Louis Armstrong (or was it Big Bill Broonzy?) uttered: 
“It’s all folk music, man, I ain’t never heard a horse sing yet.”   Right on; it IS all 
folk music. Dammit, Miley Cyrus naked on a wrecking ball is folk music. So is  
Celine Dion, thumping her chest and flinging her arms wide as she ratchets 
another meaningless song into the stratosphere. 

Let’s be more tolerant, more forgiving, more open. Let’s ask WHY Celine has sold 
more records than any other woman in the history of music. Instead of complaining 
about what she’s doing wrong, let’s ask what she’s doing right. And what can 
WE do to earn even one per cent of her applause and her followers, and learn 
to deliver the joy she delivers to such massive audiences.

Oh but we’re special, right? We care more about history, tradition, the past. 
We’re more aware of social concerns, of the ecology, of yoga, of vegetarianism. 
True, true, true, we want our music to change the world. 

But when we lock ourselves into a little box of self-righteousness, we forfeit the 
chances to change, we limit the number of people who can hear what we’re 
saying.

So be out there. Be in people’s faces. Be entertaining. Laugh. Don’t be so earnest, 
so dogmatic. And remember that music — to change the world — has to REACH 
the world. 
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We know we’re in a gang, and this weekend this unlikely hotel is gang head-
quarters. I suggest — outside our gang meetings — we drop using the F word as 
our self-descriptor. We know what it means — but the folk outside the club think 
they know and they don’t like it much.  So, as far as they’re concerned, let’s insist 
that what we do is make music. 

Not ”folk” or ”jazz” or ”blues” — just music. 

Remember that your music has to appeal to at the very least two of the following 
parts of us: Head, heart, groin and feet.  All intellect? Dull. All heart? Too 
sentimental and often way too personal. All feet – dance dance dance and 
remember what happened with disco. All groin? Well, I suppose one could  
possibly live with that if you’re on the road and all alone… 

Next conclusion: We’re not very good at evaluating our own talent, there are 
fewer and fewer gatekeepers to bar our progress, and too many of us should 
consider doing something else.

So here we all are, at the most interesting time in musical history — when change 
is happening ALL the time, when the delivery systems we have known for decades 
are suddenly inoperative, where the CD is now disappearing, even as a souvenir 
or a calling card, and when music is available in such amazing profusion — and 
is as disposable, for most people, as a used Kleenex.

You know that silly bromide, usually attributed to Hunter S. Thompson, about how 
the music business is a shallow trench filled with dogs and thieves. I prefer this, 
from the long-time leader of a veteran  English band called Status Quo. “I don’t 
want to hear any whining about the music business. I understand you CHOSE  
this profession. What the fuck do you want to do? Drive an ice cream van?”

So, we all know it’s hard. Harder than it has ever been. Success is no longer 
a wonderfully treasured guitar, a reliable van, a good band, a record deal, 
steady gigs, someone who can carry and tune your guitar, a gold record on the 
bathroom wall in your house. Success NOW? You’re not a pretentious “barista” 
working at Starbucks.

I’m not sure exactly why, when the bar to even minimal success is so high, that 
there are more people trying to succeed than ever before. What I do know is that 
the democratization of music — if that’s a word and that’s what it is — means that 
the odds of breaking through are frighteningly small, in part because of the sheer 
numbers. And because every Tom, Dick, Harry, Mary, Jane and Margaret can 
make a record, pick up gigs at house concerts, and — with a part time job and 
encouragement from family and friends — can scrape by.

I don’t want to discourage newcomers, but there has to be a degree of self-
examination. 
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Are you GOOD? Do you have a distinctive voice? Are your songs “different”? 
Are you focused? Are you insanely hard working and ambitious? Are you prepared 
to mess up your friendships and relationships? Answer yes to those, and keep 
going. Answer no, and if you are still passionate about what you do, pull back 
on MAKING music, and instead start helping make good music HAPPEN.

Next conclusion, and this what folks in the corporate world call an “action item.” 

You Americans have to do a lot more – much more – to encourage support for 
the arts. 

Frankly, the level of state support for the arts in the United States is utterly pitiful, 
and I don’t know why you’re not beating down doors in Washington. Your 
National Endowment for the Arts has an annual budget that’s only slightly more 
than that of the Canada Council for the Arts north of here — and in a country 
with 10 times the population.

Now, let it be said, it’s your fault that in Canada, our governments — at every 
level — understand that supporting the arts builds a better, more civilized community. 
And it makes sense financially into the bargain. 

There’s a reason why so many Canadians who have come here to NERFA over 
the years do so well. There’s a reason that, when you go home, you’ll be talking, 
probably, about how strong were the Canadian artists that you heard.

They’ve had support: to make demos, to complete finished recordings, to create 
marketing campaigns, to tour. One of my former assistants spent two months 
in Paris, because she asked the Ontario Arts Council to fund the research she 
needed to write and record her next album, in French, of music in the Parisian 
cabaret tradition. 

As I said, we Canadians have you to thank. Eighty per cent of us live within 100 
miles of the United States. We benefit from a tsunami of American culture, and 
we are swamped with American films, American television, American magazines, 
American books, and of course, American music.

We enjoy that and we are enriched by it. BUT our country has a different history 
than yours. We have different systems of government. We certainly seem to have 
different values — despite our current right wing government. So, by imposing a 
level of protection that gives our own artists a chance to compete on an unlevel 
playing field, we reinforce our differences, we tell OUR stories, we assert our 
own nationality.

And it was relatively easy to achieve: Back in 1970 our government simply 
demanded that our radio and television and film industries produced a specific 
amount of what we called Canadian content. It made an instant difference. It 
created a music industry, almost overnight. 
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And support (often in cash, sometimes in tax benefits) gives artists (in all disciplines) 
a chance not only to be heard and seen in their own country, but to get good 
enough to be heard around the world. In 1970, the royalties Canadian songwriters 
and music publishers earned through the use of their music outside Canada s was 
less than $90,000; it is now almost a billion dollars. 

Can you imagine what the results would be, on a state level, if every radio 
station was forced to play say 15 per cent of its music written, performed and 
recorded by artists from that particular state the radio station operated in? It’s not 
going to happen, of course, but can you imagine how many independent artists 
could build their careers (and can you imagine how the broadcasters would 
fight it)… 

In Canada, we actually have a music “industry” — however battered by the 
technological revolution and the changes in the way the public consumes music 
— and originally it was solely because, kicking and screaming, broadcasters 
were compelled to play Canadian music. 

And that happened because the Americans were culturally colonizing us! For 
which, thanks! 

Next conclusion: Celebrate! We’re in a gang!

One of the best things about this “folk” segment of the overall music industry is our 
sense of community.

Let’s try to make our music more pertinent, more responsive to the world we live 
in. It’s up to new songwriters to rediscover a way to connect to the real big nasty 
world out there. 

And maybe we could do this, as gang members, by being optimistic and funny 
and smart rather than by being pessimistic, apocalyptic and downright miserable.

So here’s the closer, from the great blues legend John Lee Hooker.  Asked — 
when he was 83 — whether he was planning to retire, he said: “It’s too late to 
quit now.”

As we enjoy networking, second thoughts, laughter, and our annual group hug, 
let’s not forget this: We’re in this for life. We’re part of a gang, a community, and 
it’s our job to enrich the lives of those who can’t sing, can’t tell their own stories, 
can’t express their own emotions and feelings. 

Whether we’re singers, musicians, presenters, managers, publicists or record 
company people, we have the responsibility (even a sacred duty) to take on this 
role. 

And, individually and collectively, it’s our task — as singers or as behind-the-
scenes people — to do the very, very best that we possibly can. To make the best 
music. To make the best music happen for our audiences. Lets go for it!
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      Oh Deer Me

 
Part 1

Once you tell people you’ve hit a deer they inevitably give you one of two separate 
responses. This is not a matter of simple deduction but a long, drawn-out poll – 
an assessment of sorts – over the course of three weeks following the incident.

 Yes, upon mention that this hair-raising, life-threatening incident actually happened 
to me, Joe Q Public’s top ranking response (especially for those residing north of 
Parry Sound in Ontario) is “Well, at least it wasn’t a moose!” I’ve concluded that 
this response comes from individuals who have actually hit many deer, moose, 
elk, bear, or assorted fowl in their travels. They are politely saying “At least you 
survived buddy. Don’t worry about your damn car.” 

It started off like any other morning on the great Canadian trail. I’d finished a 
house concert the night before just west of Fort Frances in Northern Ontario in an 
area called Bear Pass. The name says it all:  a northern Ontario wildlife sanctuary of 
sorts. I was beaming that morning as the sun shone down on my freshly painted 
Camry.  I was embarking on another one of my marathon tours across Canada.

I remember my concert host laughing in amazement that morning at how great my 
2003 Black Camry with 397,000 kms on the odometer looked. “Oh Dave, this 
cars been with me for years and my mechanic Leo says it’ll likely roll along for 
another few Canadian tours.” 

 “Jay, make sure you take it slow on this stretch of highway. The black flies are 
driving the deer out onto the road so just be careful.”

“Will do Dave! Adios amigo and thanks again for organizing a great concert.”

And with that, I drove over the Bear Pass Bridge and put the Camry into cruise at 
95 km/hr in a 90 zone. Blasting my new Tom Russell CD and focusing in on the 
beautiful sunny drive. I noticed a white service truck driving a safe distance behind 
me, obviously content to let me take the lead as we passed the sign which read: 
Fort Frances 20 km.

Chapter 10

Jays book single pages June 20 CD.indd   126 6/21/15   5:41 PM



125

Then, in a complete blink of an eye, a deer leaped out of the bush and onto the 
highway. A split second swerve to the left meant nothing and suddenly the impact 
– the head smashing into the passenger side windshield – the body rolling over 
the hood – and getting flung into the ditch. It happened in one single second. I 
angled the car to the gravel, put my hazards on, and turned the engine off. Upon 
first glance I thought my windshield was cracked beyond repair. I soon realized 
that the illusion was simply deer hair mixed with blood on the windshield. What 
a relief!  It hadn’t crashed through the glass. 

I noticed the service truck stopped about fifty feet behind me had pulled over as 
well. I stepped out of my car to find the deer flailing away in the ditch. I watched 
it lay twitching with its one eye fixated on me. I ambled over to the service vehicle 
where coincidentally the driver worked with the Ontario Ministry of Natural 
Resources and Forestry. It was miraculous, really. 

“You ok?” 

“I think so.” I replied. 

“Good,” she said in a very matter of fact tone. “I’ve just radioed in the hit and 
they’ll be out to euthanize the deer right away. I’ve also contacted the Ontario 
Provincial Police and you should wait for them to arrive and make an accident 
report which you’ll need for your insurance.”

“Ok. Will do. What a break that you were behind me!” 

“Alrighty then, glad to hear you’re ok. I got get back to work. Take care.”

She was so calm in her responses I realized how common these deer hits must 
be. I started thinking she may have been an angel. But as you will find out, she 
was one of many angels who surfaced on this journey.

I slowly walked around to the front of the car to assess the damage. The hood 
was crumpled into an accordion. The two headlights were hanging out loosely on 
either side. The front grill below the hood was smashed and covered with blood 
and hair. The bumper below was cracked in three places. I walked over to the 
deer again and perched over the area to say a few silent prayers. At this moment 
I sensed a strange calming spirit surround me. Minutes later my entire body began 
shaking. In recounting this to my family doctor many months later he informed me 
that I had been in shock. Whew. Good to know. 

The OPP did not arrive. I felt my forty-five minute wait was long enough and after 
seeing some rad fluid trickling onto the gravel, I decided to fire up the engine and 
roll down the hill into the Can-Op station, luckily within site. (They informed much 
later that the Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources and Forestry safely euthanized 
the deer).
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The gas station attendants, truckers, hunters, tourists and their children gathered 
around to see the carnage that was my car. “At least you didn’t hit a moose!” I 
heard this several times at this pit stop. One gear-head, who turned out to be the 
second angel of the day, realized that since my hood would not open (and after 
crawling under my car noticed the rad fluid was leaking fast) suggested that I go 
directly to his selected dealership as he could highly recommend their efficiency 
and honesty. 

“Ok. Thanks for the tip. Good call!” And with that I paraded my junk-mobile 
through the main drag of Fort Frances. Interestingly enough, no one seemed to 
bat an eyelash at the dangling headlights and a ridiculously crumpled hood.  

I pulled into the dealership which had a very busy garage on the go. I was met 
by young mechanic who took one quick look at the car and shook his head. 

“Wow! What happened?”

“Hit a deer! At least it wasn’t a moose,” I replied swiftly. 

“Well,” he said, “let’s try to pry the hood off and see what’s going on. My guess 
is that the rad is cracked and there will be frame damage and your insurance 
company is going to write it off. What year is this and how many kilometers are 
on it?”

“It’s a 2003 with close to 400K” I responded. 

“Yah, they’re going to deem it unsafe to drive and you’ll have rent a car for a 
while.”

“Hmmm, well that’s not possible. I need my car. I’m a touring musician and have 
about 70 shows in my immediate future. I have a show tonight, tomorrow night, 
the next night and on and on.” 

I was beginning to feel a real sense of desperation. I couldn’t afford a new car. 
What could I buy for the $2,000 they’re going to give me from the insurance 
company?  For some reason, I laughed out loud in front of the mechanic. You 
know the kind of stress-induced laugh brought on by the confluence of absurd 
events. 

“What’s so funny?” he asked. 

“Oh, I was just thinking of that scene from the movie Trains, Planes and Automobiles 
when Steve Martin looks desperately at John Candy and says ‘What’s the flight 
situation?’ and Candy responds ‘Simple. There’s no way on earth we’re going to 
get out of here tonight. We’d have more luck playing pickup sticks with our butt-
cheeks than we will getting a flight out of here before daybreak’.” 

126
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The mechanic laughed “Yah I loved that movie too! Hey, use this office phone 
and call your insurance company and they’ll likely send an appraiser over tomorrow. 
I’ll call some car rental places for you. You’re going to be in town for a while. 
Better start cancelling your gigs.” 

I worked the phones. The insurance company was to call back in three hours. The 
car rental agency was at the ready. I contacted the venue owner to cancel my 
gig but as is always the case with venue owners – there was no answer.   

“Oh, before you guys drag the car in, I’d better take my guitars out of the heat. 
Mind if I put them in this office?” 

“Sure go ahead. Just leave them right here. They’ll be safe.”

I sat in the showroom watching CTV Newsworld only to learn that my first-world 
problems were just that – nothing major. The Syrian Conflict, the senate scandal, 
floods in Manitoba. And to think Mike Duffy used to report this stuff!  

Suddenly, I overheard someone in the background asking about my guitars. It 
was the service manager. 

“Hey boys, who owns these guitars in my office?”

“Oh that guy over there in the waiting room. He hit a deer.  He’s a musician on 
tour.” 

And this is when the third angel arrived, sent down out of nowhere to ensure that 
the good Canadian people get to hear more of my gen-x ramblings.

“He must be a pro. Only a pro would take their guitars out of the car like that!” 
I immediately stood up and walked toward this inviting conversation. 

“Hi there, yah those are my guitars!” 

“So are you a professional musician?” he asked. 

“Well, yes, yes I am.” I was kind of proud to admit that to myself. I pay taxes. I 
earn a living at my music.

“Amazing! I have so much respect for you guys. What type of music are you 
into?” 
“I’m a songwriter of all styles” I replied. “I’m touring across Canada right now 
and this couldn’t have happened at a worse time!” I replied. “I’ve just started the 
tour and will be out here for three months and now my car is done.” 
“Follow me Jay. I want to show you something.” 

The shop manager brought me into his office and cued up some video footage of 
his son who had recently declared music was to be his life. Not what every parent 
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wishes to hear, but after the shock and the acceptance, they reconciled it with 
“as long as he’s happy!” (And at least he didn’t hit a moose!) 

“You might know his band. They’re out of Vancouver. Check this out.” 

And voila, there they were with fiddles, banjos and mandolins. Right up my alley.

“Well,” I said “I’ve never heard of them, but they sound great!” They really did 
too. 

“Oh god, my son had an accident when they were on tour and they were 
screwed,” he told me. “Come to think of it, you can’t afford to be off the road. 
We have to resolve this or you’re gonna lose a lot of business!” 

I couldn’t believe what happened next. Acts of pure kindness never fail to amaze 
me. He stood up and took off his suit jacket and walked me over to the garage.  
“Boys, let’s get that Camry in here ASAP”. The mechanics all gathered around 
and focused on the task at hand. They pried open the mangled hood and began 
assessing the internal damage.

“Oh wow the rad frame is bent. She’s leaking bad. But then again we might be 
able to straighten her out and find the leak and solder it up; bang out the hood so 
it fits; take some wire and tie those lights into place. Ok boys, let’s see what we 
can do. Jay, go for a burger and come back in a few hours!” 

“You betcha!” I responded

I came back around 4 p.m. to the startling good news. 

“We’ve fixed the leak in the rad. Keep an eye on it and if she’s overheating hit 
it with the water. The lights are working and we’ve banged the hood into place 
and tied it down. This will get you down the road until you have a break to get 
it professionally fixed. Call off the insurance company for now. They’ll have a 
$700 deductible and then try to write it off anyway. Just find a used hood and 
some lights and keep your eye on that rad. It’s legal to drive but I’d feel better if 
you get someone to really go through it for you.”

Wow, I was at a loss for words. I couldn’t believe this. I wanted to pay them for 
the time and the work, but he didn’t want to accept any money. 

“I have to give you something. How about $200 and a round of CD’s for 
everyone here.”

“Deal!” 

And off I went down the road in my dented wreck of a car all held together with 
baling wire, super glue, solder and whole lotta love! I drove around the corner 
and remembered a resort I’d once played at in town many years ago. “Hmmm 
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wonder if they want a gig for a room deal?” I thought to myself.  I walked up to 
the resort desk and made my pitch. The fourth angel arrived. 

“We don’t have a need for a gig tonight as the hockey game is on in the lounge, 
but believe me I hit a deer last year and was in shock for a long time. You 
shouldn’t drive tonight. Why don’t you just take the night off and have a room 
and come to the lounge for a few pints.”

“Oh,” I said, “but your rooms are $120 a night and a little out of my snack 
bracket.”

“Just give me $40 and take the suite. You’re not allowed to say no.” 

Shaking my head at the generosity and good fortune of the second half of my 
day, I walked into a beautiful suite unlike anything I usually see. Walk out 
veranda et al. I fell back onto the bed and shut my eyes only to wake up from my 
coma at 10:30pm. Too tired to do much else, I tried to write a song about the 
deer hit. It was awful. I scrapped it and went back to bed. 
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      Oh Deer Me

 
Part 2  

Zen and the Art of Metaphysical Maintenance

I’m a firm believer that you can adapt to anything over time and slowly begin to 
accept it.  My newly minted deer mangled Camry slowly grew on me. Over the 
course of the next few days I grew accustomed to its look and in some manner, 
I took pride that my ego was not injured with this new appearance. Yep, the 
crumpled hood; the rickety headlights; the hole in the bumper were all very 
Troubadour Chic.  I looked up from my grime filled windshield, took another bite 
out of my day old muffin and washed it down with some cold coffee. I watched 
as the city rose out of the prairie sky. There it was like a phoenix rising. Grain 
elevators and tall buildings pierced the beautiful skyline. WELCOME TO  
REGINA. (The city that rhymes with fun.)

I wheeled over to the venue to finish the early sound check. Here I was introduced 
to my billet, the folk club volunteers, sound-techs et al. These are real tenders of 
the trail always providing a safe place to land for us musicians. After a quick 
meet and greet a few of us made a b-line to my future abode. 

As I slowly tailed my billet home his van was nearly side-swiped by some speed 
freak running a red light. This was the equivalent of a bugged out deer arriving 
out of nowhere on the highway. It was truly a close shave and my billet was 
almost t-boned into oblivion. The tires squealed, everyone swerved and somehow 
a major accident was avoided. “Jesus Aymar you’re becoming a curse! Where’s 
Rocky’s buffalo tooth? Ok I’m wearing it! Good!” (More on the buffalo tooth 
later). Back at the billets house we enjoyed a quick home cooked meal then 
made it over to the venue for the gig. 

After my first set I sat with a table of enthusiastic attendees. One guy kept cornering 
me to discuss the state of my car. “Hey man, that’s one hell of a banged up 
car. What happened?” I told him the condensed version of the deer hit and before 

Chapter 11
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you know it he was off on a five minute tirade about vehicle collisions and his list 
of friends in the automotive repair industry. My first inclination was to accept his 
condolences for the loss of my vehicle and to move on, but something told me he 
was sincerely empathetic to my cause.  I would soon discover the fifth angel had 
arrived.

By his own admission, John had lived a hard life. His eyes were a bit unfocused 
and they appeared simultaneously wise and vacant. He had a bit of an Einstein 
way about him. I couldn’t get a read on him other than to say he was greatly 
concerned about my car and the state of my well-being. This told me at the very 
least, he was an empathetic soul.

“Hey man, I know a lot of people in the car business. It’s a long story but let me 
see if I can at least track down a good hood for you tomorrow before you hit the 
trail.”

“Sure, that would be great John” I replied. “But I’ve already put the word out to 
the auto-wreckers. They’re all on one database across the country and they claim 
that between here and Vancouver they are showing twenty-three Camry hoods 
which will work for my car yet not one of them are black. They say I’ll have to 
go aftermarket and paint the hood which would bring the cost up to at least 
$1000.”

“Yeah, that’s the problem” he said.  “Black hoods are going to be tricky. You 
don’t want to get your insurance involved, but like I said, let me see what I can 
do. I know your billet so I’ll call over tomorrow.” And with that, I left the concert, 
crashed out and woke up to John calling over to say he might have had some 
luck.

“Hey man, I was lying there last night telling my girlfriend how much stress you 
must be going through with your vehicle in that condition. Especially while you’re 
on tour! I was in a touring rock band for six years the 70’s so I know what it feels 
like. Anyway, I woke up last night at about 3:00am and scoured the internet 
for 2003 Black Camry hoods. I found a lead on one in town here. I called my 
contact this morning and he may be able to have it into his yard by 2:00pm 
today. Can you hang tight one extra day? If possible, I’ll take the day off from 
my general duties. I’m a property owner around town and do a lot of general 
contracting. If you can hang tight, I might able to help you out. ”

“Wow John, are you sure?” I couldn’t believe it. What would possess someone 
to help a stranger like this?  I soon realized that he had the healthy mixture of 
empathy, love of cars, love of music, automotive connections, the garage work-
shop and the flexibility to take the day off.

“Absolutely, the billet said I’m welcome to stay an extra night so we’re good to 
go!”  
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And with that, my journey with this unique character began. We jumped in his 
well-used work truck and drove over to the auto-wreckers to check out the hood. 
On the way over John began telling me more about his life.

“You see that big empty space over there? That’s where they bulldozed over a city 
landmark. Good Time Charlie’s was one of our oldest taverns.”

“Oh yeah, The Deep Dark Woods wrote a song about it: Good Time Charlie’s 
Comin’ Down?”  I responded.  

“Yes! That’s the one. Jay, I spent every single day in that place for years and 
years. I’m living proof that a man can drink a case of beer every day and burn 
it off. I did that. I would finish work and head there and buy round upon round 
and it cost me. It cost me so much. I’m pretty happy with where I’m at now. I quit 
drinking several years ago and I’ve been doing ok.  I guess they call it hanging 
on.”

Something which I couldn’t help notice was the manic way in which John kept 
grabbing pieces of conversation from all over the place, as though randomly 
connecting bits of ideas and slamming them into phrases which at first didn’t 
make a lot of sense. 

“Over there Jay, that’s one of the buildings I own. That house there is a rental 
property of mine. You see, I did what you did for many years on the road in a 
rock band. We were playing Black Oak Arkansas type of stuff. You remember 
them?”

“Sure do. We used to blast them cruising Queen St. back in the Soo.”

“Well, that’s what we played.  Black Oak Arkansas type of stuff and we even 
toured through the Soo.’

“Let me guess John. You played The Eastgate Tavern?”

“Yeah that was it. What a great bar for rock bands. That’s back when we’d be 
booked for four nights a week. Back when people went to see live music. It was 
a wild ride but you know the story. Too much of this too much of that and we 
all wound up broke and burnt out. Anyway, when I gave it up, I decided to do 
manual labour around Regina. I started contracting mainly. I saved up my cash 
and bought a little fixer upper. Worked on it, still working on it, and over time I 
leveraged that into a bunch of rental properties. You can do that too man, when 
you finally get tired of the road. It’s not a bad way to go.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence in my contracting abilities John, but the truth 
remains I only own a small tool box and even that’s filled with fishing tackle. 
My dad used to tell me when I was a kid that I had the naturally ability to be a 
carpenter and we used to build things together out of wood at our camp. I’m the 
proud owner of a wooden dartboard case and a rotting bird house.”  
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“Hey man,” he replied “if you have the patience and the aptitude for writing 
songs it tells me you can do anything you put your mind to. Take these peppers 
for example. I grew them myself right in my own back-yard. If I can grow peppers 
in my own back-yard then you can do anything.” When we arrived at the auto-
wreckers the owner quickly informed me how much he loved John’s peppers. They 
were obviously good friends. 

As my tour of Regina progressed I soon realized John was very misunderstood 
soul. I know many people just like him and I’m sure after the years of drinking 
and hard living he’d have racked up his share of doubters. Yet, as I listened to his 
story, reading between the lines, I saw a person digging deep for redemption.  I 
realized that in helping me fix my car he was helping rebuild his own spirit in the 
process. Call it therapy. Call it karma. We were both benefiting from this experience 
and that became more apparent as the day progressed. 

The auto-wrecker owner immediately walked over to his assistant to show him the 
bag of peppers and they all took and took a few nibbles. 

“Hey John, we have the hood and we’ve even found some perfectly suitable 
lights,” he said.

And with that, John spent the next twenty minutes speaking on my behalf. He sold 
the ‘poor musician’ story to his friend although it seemed like a foregone conclusion 
between the two of them. When we left, we had a hood in better condition than 
my previous one, new lights and a bottle of Turtle Wax for good measure. All 
of this fit in the back of John’s pickup and all for a grand total of $380! Every 
wrecker in Canada had quoted me at least $600 for a damaged off-coloured 
hood. (I was contemplating purchasing a blue hood, painting an orange stripe 
down the centre of it and airbrushing the words  Voice Of Fire on it until this lucky 
break happened.)

“Hey John, I can’t thank you enough for your help with this buddy. You’re really 
saving my bacon. It’s unbelievable really. I mean, I was almost ready to pack in 
the tour a few days ago. It’s been draining. Not to mention the psychological 
effects of nearly dying on the highway.”

“Yeah man, damn lucky you didn’t hit a moose!”

I didn’t say a word.

As we drove back to his garage I told him the story of the Buffalo tooth which I’d 
shared briefly the night before from the concert stage.

“You see, I wrote this song Crow a few years back about a First Nations friend 
and his father.”

I explained how the son, Crow passed away from years of hard living. How his 
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father suffered from alcoholism and used to hit the Crow. “John that song starts 
with the Crow’s girlfriend finding him dead at the local mission. I recorded that 
song simply from my acoustic guitar in one take. My engineer Chris immediately 
said “That’s it. It’s a one take Charlie. Release it Aymar! “I did. It’s become one of 
my most requested and downloaded songs. Strange eh?” 

I continued, “I was touring through High River Alberta last year, when I met Rocky 
Barstad a First Nations artist who owns a nice gallery there. After meeting we 
exchanged art for art. I gave him some CD’s and he gave me this buffalo tooth 
on a necklace and some reproductions of his beautiful paintings. I came to learn 
the significance of the buffalo tooth as ‘safe passage’, much like an Inukshuk 
along the highway. After a while the soft hide leather chain portion had worn 
down from constant wear and I took it apart to put a new one on. I had been 
wearing it pinned to my jacket for the longest time but now it was off. As true as 
I’m sitting here, I took it off my jacket exactly one day before I hit the deer. It was 
in my glove box. I wasn’t wearing it when I hit the dear. I’m not normally superstitious 
but it can sure make you wonder.”

“Hey man, I would never take that off again if I were you. I am heavily into First 
Nations culture.  We’ll have a lot to talk about when we get back to the shop.“

We were now in the back alley looking at John’s garage. It was just big enough 
to wheel my Camry into. You want to talk about a nutty professor’s garage? For a 
joke I started humming the first few bars of Quincy Jones’ Sanford and Son theme 
song intro to signify that his property resembled a junk yard. He immediately 
lit up, understanding the reference and laughed out loud. This showed me he 
possessed a healthy sense of humour and as long as he was ready to accept my 
bad comedy we were going to get along just fine.

As I’ve mentioned before, my knowledge of automobiles is technically nil. I do, 
however, enjoy hanging out and using the left side of my brain whenever possible 
and sometimes getting around an engine is just as therapeutic as writing a song. 
What I witnessed from this point on was nothing short of pure genius. Sure he 
had that ‘shocked’ look about him (and I can guarantee that most folks would 
not have had patience for his tragic tales of yesterday) but something told me 
he possessed a very high IQ. Why? I’ve come to realize that sometimes it’s the 
outsiders who are often the gifted ones. This guy had an amazing tale of survival 
and redemption. I just had a hunch. 

There I was, in a dusty cramped backyard garage in downtown Regina with 
this random character who’s suddenly reminding me of a mechanic from Pirsig’s 
classic novel, Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance. John was one of those 
rare breeds who could live in the moment while constantly discovering the mysteries 
of science. He truly needed to know how things work. He needed to fix things 
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and to learn how to maintain them. It was an entry level automotive course for 
me. As the day progressed I’d learned all about cylinders, pistons, spark plugs, 
intake and exhaust valves, combustion chambers, connecting rods and crank-
shafts. That was just for starters. 

It really was like watching a Maestro conduct his symphony of metal parts. One 
minute sparks were flying as he was grinding new pieces for the hood. Then 
suddenly he’d be pumping pressure on a stuck seal then adding new pieces of 
metal fashioned from used parts around his garage. It was incredible to witness.  
 
“Hey Jay, I hope you don’t mind but I like working with the radio on.”

“Good call John,” fully expecting him to crank some Black Sabbath. 

“Yeah, I really like this Jazz station. It’s mostly modern jazz which is cool but I like 
the older stuff too. I was really into this stuff when I was a mechanical engineering 
student in university.”

BINGO! I knew it. 

“Oh, hold on, it’s almost 4:00pm and time for the Aboriginal Word of the Day 
on this other station. I try to learn a new word every day. I couldn’t learn the one 
yesterday. It was too damned hard!”

This is how the day progressed; this back and forth banter.  I learned about his 
true history: the rise and the fall; the promise and the destruction. I watched him 
drink a can of non-alcoholic beer almost every thirty minutes; a self-proclaimed 
costly habit yet a far less costly habit than the alternatives.

According to John my mechanical aptitude was ‘excellent’. He claimed with some 
time, inclination and training, I could easily be maintaining my own automobile 
while on the road. In fact, he really enjoyed this adventure as well.  I guess we 
love to teach what we know. I was finally happy to be drilling down into the 
working parts of my chariot. I loved it.  
It was getting past 7:00pm and his final bit of construction meant welding a new 
piece of metal for the hood latch. “Voila! Now, let’s put a wax job on it and take 
a few pictures and we’re out of here.”

I pulled the car out of the garage and into the dimming prairie sun in the back 
alley. People came around to check it out. It looked better than ever.

“So, let’s go for a round up dinner of steak and potatoes and in the morning 
you’ll be off to the races,” John exclaimed enthusiastically. 

Over dinner that night everyone kept leaving the table to check out the car. I 
shared the full story of the buffalo tooth, Rocky the artist, Crow, and the near 
death experience I’d had. 

Jays book single pages June 20 CD.indd   143 6/21/15   5:41 PM



As dinner was wrapping up, John looked at me and said, “Hey, before we leave, 
check this out.”  He pulled out a tiny wrench from his back pocket and said “You 
remember what this if for?” To his amazement, I remembered what we had forgotten 
to do “It’s to tighten the bolts down on the hood!” We collectively howled with 
laughter at a mistake that would have been catastrophic. After all of our hard 
work we’d forgotten to tighten the hood into place. A good clip on the highway 
at about 100 KPH and there would have been a strong chance I’d have blown 
my hood all over the Trans-Canada. Six hours in a garage and a few beer later 
and suddenly I’m leaning over the table to John saying ‘Let’s gitter done!’ And 
with that we spent a final ten minutes in the darkness tightening the hood  
into place.

As John was leaving the house, he said he had to find some time to work on his 
own vehicle soon. Wow! What a guy. He did all of this while his own truck was 
laid up. He didn’t even want money, although once again I insisted. “Hey buddy,’ 
he said, “Good luck on the trail. Drive safe and remember if it starts to rattle, hit  
it with a bigger hammer!” He tipped his ball cap and strolled out the door.  
I have met a lot of characters in my travels and this guy ranked right up there in 
the best kind of way.

The next morning I jumped in my newly polished Camry and looked around to 
see if it was all as real as I dreamt it was. The buffalo tooth was back around 
my neck and I was riding high once again.  I pointed the car west toward big 
sky country and put it back in cruise control. “Ok let’s try this again” I thought to 
myself. I blasted the Tom Russell CD about as loud as it would go. I grinned to 
myself knowing I’d been guided by musical angels who’d come along when I 
needed them most. Then suddenly, out of nowhere,  
I looked up from my windshield to see an enormous hawk flying above my car 
down the empty highway about fifty feet in front of me. The hawk stayed with me 
for at least five minutes. It was incredible. The fifth and final angel had arrived. 
I wondered what it signified.  Then as it drifted away from my vision I muted the 
radio and drove in silence. I thought about a young songwriter, Taylor Mitchell 
who’d I met a few years prior. She’d innocently fallen to a pack of wild coyotes 
on the east coast of Canada. She loved animals. Was it Taylor? 

Without warning these words appeared in my mind. 

A streak of light, a spark, a flash
Blood and bone upon the dash
Sent to set your spirit free
A piece of you now lives in me 
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      The Rise and Fal l  of  Jake Rivers 

 
It was the perfect day to drive through the Rocky Mountains.  A hot Saturday in 
July and I’d finished my show in Chilliwack the night before. Chilliwack.  What a 
classic Canadian rock band! Their big hit ‘Whatchya gonna do when I’m gone.’ 
I’ll tell you what I’m gonna do. I’m getting out of here.  But seriously, I love ya 
Chilliwack.

I’d left my band back in Vancouver and was riding solo again. It felt good to be 
on my own. Some time for reflection to collect my thoughts and with any luck, find 
a place to settle in for a few days to relax and work on the new songs I had floating 
around my memory banks during the western leg of the tour. 

It was a rare Saturday night off without a show booked. I was exhausted and 
simply content finding a quiet motel for a few days, preferably near the water 
and away from civilization. I was dreaming of this time alone to relax and read 
a few books; make some home cooked meals; call the girl I’d been trying to see 
and with any luck, finish those pesky songs I’d started.  

I finally rolled into a motel nestled into the mountains with a really cool Swiss 
vibe. “Where are the Von Trapp kids?” I thought to myself.  I was greeted at the 
front desk by and woman who’d obviously not modelled herself after the aesthetic 
of the property.  Inked sleeves adorned both of her arms which were proudly 
displayed beyond the cut sleeves of her Van Halen t-shirt. She appeared through 
a thick haze of smoke. I deduced from the pungent skunk smell, she’d obviously 
been smoking a serious amount of weed.   

“Yeah, sorry about that, I had that god-dammed tom cat on the property again. 
It’s a sonofabitch trying to keep those bastards off the property. So your license 
plate says you’re from Ontario? Long way from home eh? How can I help you?”

Whenever I first meet someone who so nervously bursts into a long-winded back-
story about a subject unrelated to the surroundings, my first reaction is to give that 
person a lot of time and space.  I can feel their socially awkward pain I guess.  

Chapter 12
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In this case, I couldn’t figure out the source of her panicked breathing. Maybe she 
was just really, really stoned. 

“Wow! Those pesky tom cats sure can mess up a perfectly good afternoon eh?” I 
responded, trying to bring her into a peaceful frame of mind before I begged for 
a cheap room rate. 

“They sure as shit can! I have too many cats around here as it is and since my old 
man took off fishing for the week, I’m running around like some chicken with my 
head cut off. It’s too nice of a day for me to be wasting my time on this shit!” 

Now I could tell with certainty that she was extremely high. 

“Listen my friend, we’re all booked up for the next week few weeks here. I mean 
it’s tighter than a bull’s ass. It’s high season in these parts and you’re shit outta luck 
for a room. Where do you have to be tonight?” she asked. 

“Well, I’m a musician with a few days off and I’m just looking for a cheap place 
to crash out and relax.  Any suggestions?” 

“Well, I’d just point my car that way and keep drivin’ and askin’ around. If you 
hit the town of Hope, you’ve gone too far?” 

“Why’s that?” I asked. 

“Oh, you know what they say about Hope? It’s the meth capital of Canada!” 

I’ve heard so many small towns take claim to this dubious distinction.  As though 
one would expect to read it on the sign entering town “Welcome to Hope. Meth 
Capital of Canada.”

Or better yet “Welcome to No Hope.  Ride the roller coaster over on Meth Mountain!” 

After she mentioned this, I gazed around the property and realized the quaint 
‘Sound of Music’ mirage I’d conjured up was just that – a mirage. The dusty 
Folgers instant crystals bottle and open container of Coffeemate on the rickety 
TV table near the brochure rack was my first clue. This led me to quickly scan the 
property, noticing the cat colony and one too many bikers hanging out by the 
ice machine. I affixed my gaze back toward the nervous hostess and now all I 
could see were the remnants of a pretty smile, now the obvious victim of smoking 
methamphetamine.   

“Thanks for the advice. I’ll keep looking around.” A part of me wanted to offer 
her a bar of Dial to rinse her mouth out from the prolific amount of swearing she 
was spewing out to potential  customers, but the rebel in me also loved the fact 
that she made it sound so natural – almost elegant.  

So long, farewell, adieu, adieu, adieu!!! 
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It was a stunning drive that day. Cruising through the mountains is an amazing 
experience.  One minute you’re overlooking a cliff onto a great body of water 
and the next you’re witnessing a mountain rise over the horizon. (See: Arlo Guthrie’s 
Motorcycle Song). It truly is a spectacular experience. 

My thoughts turned toward my recent encounter with the woman. Maybe she was 
right? Maybe I should stay out of Hope, BC? How many cats were on that property? 
Was her husband leaving her because of her addiction? Maybe they were both 
bikers? Was that weed was home-grown BC bud?  Is BC weed strong? Is it stronger 
than it was in my high school days? 

I meandered my way through a few more motel properties only to find they were 
all booked up. It was now getting late into the afternoon and I was ready to find 
any place to chill out.  Without warning, I came over up over the hill and noticed 
a county road veering off to my right. As Yogi Berra once famously quipped 
“When you come to a fork in the road – take it!” So I veered right until I realized 
I had accidentally taken a service road into the heart of a small town. To this day, 
I still don’t know what town I was in and I’ve forever dubbed it ‘Nowhereville’ in 
my mind. 

I drove through the town and discovered a quaint little motel right in the heart of 
the action. The grounds were immaculate. Every flower was accounted for. Every 
window shutter bursting with crisp white paint. Every picnic table held bright red 
umbrellas with Canadian flags on them. 

As I approached the front desk, I heard an aggressive vacuum cleaner humming 
out of one of the rooms. I made my way toward the room to find a tiny woman 
smiling away while completing her task. 

Upon noticing me, she turned it off and approached me with a big grin “Hello, 
are you looking for a room?” 

“Yes I am! I’m just wondering what your rates are?”

“Well, how many are in your party?”

“It’s just me,” I replied. “I’m a musician looking for a quiet place to take a few 
days off to relax.”

And as if she couldn’t possibly radiate any more joy, her grin grew even wider. 

“Oh my dear God! My husband and I love music. We love everything about 
music. It ran in our family you know. Do you do this for a living?”

“Yes I do. I’m a touring songwriter.”

“A touring songwriter! Oh my, that sounds so exotic. What does that mean?” 
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“I write and sing my own songs and play them on my acoustic guitar and usually 
perform them with my band.”

“Ahhhh, what a beautiful gift. My husband will be back tomorrow. I want you to 
stay for the weekend to meet him. This is amazing.”

Every once in a while the artist will encounter this type of enthusiastic soul. Some-
one who is so connected to our lifestyle that they’re spirit becomes contagious. 
These cherished moments somehow become the important ones. They are never 
to be understated. This woman was all heart and I was all ears. 

She brought out homemade lemonade and we shared a great conversation at 
one of the picnic tables. She and her husband had moved to Canada in the 
early 60’s from Poland.  It was a familiar immigrant story but one with so many 
highlights. After their children were raised they purchased the motel and put down 
new roots. The motel was completely spotless. Every ounce of their love and 
attention blanketed the grounds, from the trimmed hedges to the flower gardens 
to the freshly painted lines on the newly paved parking lot. 

She continued “So let me ask you? What is your favourite place in Canada?”

(This question is asked of me daily and I’m so often giving a prepared response.) 

“Well they all have their unique charm. I’m not really sure if we’re all totally the 
same or if geography dictates differences between us?”

She immediately stopped me “I think the mountains make us who we are here. 
We are mountain people. Island people are island people. Bush people are bush 
people. Ocean people are ocean people. City people are city people. I could 
never live in the city!” 

I went on to tell her about a thesis I wrote in University comparing and contrasting 
the difference between two historians who discussed this exact point. Knowing I 
would sound pretentious I just committed to sharing this story and began, “Harold 
Innis and Donald Creighton discussed the effect of geography and communica-
tions on the development of the Canadian identity.  From what I can remember, 
we Canadians had an easy go of it getting to the centre of our country down 
the St. Lawrence. Then the railroad out west made it easy for us to get people 
out here and information back to Ottawa. We didn’t have that lawless west – 
that pioneering spirit of the US and maybe that’s why we don’t subscribe to gun 
culture, aside from hunting, like our friends to the south.” I remember rambling 
on for another few minutes until she stopped me again. “Like I said, I believe our 
geography makes us who we are. Mountain people are mountain people. Island 
people are island people!”  We both paused and laughed for good while.

She continued, “Well, you’ve told me some helpful things, now I want to help 
you. The next time you’re hoping to find a good rate at a motel I want you to use 
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these tips. Walk in with $50 cash and say, “I am a musician on the road across 
Canada and just want a bed for the night. I want something quiet where I can 
sleep. I won’t require room service. I won’t need a thing. I just want a clean and 
quiet room.” Then hold out the $50 and ask “YES or NO”. What’s the worst that 
can happen? You have to drive to the next motel to do the same thing. That’s how 
you do it. This will surely save you some money.” Her words of wisdom have 
been forever etched into my brain. I have used this tactic ever since and can 
assure you it still works better than internet deal hunters. All you need is a $50 
bill and no pride. She showed me to my room and I agreed to stay for a few 
nights. I gave her a few CD’s and stepped into my digs for a quick siesta. 

I woke up after dinner and thought it would be a perfect time for a stroll around 
town.  After a twenty-minute walk down the main drag I saw a blinking arrow 
below a bright yellow sign which read ‘Tonight: Ducks Unlimited Charity Auction 
and Meat Draw.’ The arrow pointed to a Legion Hall just around the corner. Affixed 
above the Legion door was another bright yellow marquis stating identical 
information.

“Maybe it’s the perfect time for an ice cold draft” I thought to myself.  I walked 
into the Legion and sat up at the bar.  A man resembling the character actor 
Wilfred Brimley walked out with his green work shirt, black suspenders, wildly 
overgrown handlebar moustache and said “What can I get you buddy?”

“How about a Labatt 50!” 

“Labatt 50? No one orders that one around here anymore. Where you from?”

“Sault Ste. Marie, Ontario, but don’t hold it against me. I decided to take a few 
days off and relax in town here. Anyway, I’ll just take a cold draft.”

“Here you go. So you’re on vacation?”

“No. I wish. I’m a touring musician and I’m just working my way back home to 
Ontario.”

“You don’t say! What kind of stuff do you play?”

I immediately sensed he was interested in booking me for a show. I was wary of 
going down this path. I really just wanted a few days off from the crazy schedule 
I’d been keeping. I certainly wasn’t into strapping the guitar back on for at least 
another four days.

“Well, I play just about anything. My own stuff mainly.”

“Oh really? What kind of stuff is that?”

“ Kris Kristofferson kind of stuff.” I responded

“I’m not too familiar with his stuff. ”
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I took a final sip from my draft glass and responded with resignation “Anyway, I 
play stuff like that.”

“You know, you got me thinking. We have a big fundraiser here tonight and 
you’d think I could find a band? Everyone was booked up and I am kind of stuck. 
Do you do any old time country?” (At this exact moment I had a decision  
to make. Would I? Should I? If I go with this, how should I proceed?)

“Well, yeah I can do some Cash and Willie if it’s requested.” His grin rivalled 
that of my new friend back at the motel. 

“Ok, sit tight right there. I have to make a call and see what we have in the 
budget!” 

This was the tipping point. I either stop him now or let him make the call. I decided 
to let it play out.  I already knew what the offer was going to be. A standard rate 
with all of the food and drinks a glutton could hope for. I had accepted the offer 
in my mind but on this night I would allow my alter ego, Jake Rivers, a chance to 
take the stage. Besides, ‘Jake’ was itching to get back into the limelight after his 
long hiatus. 

Jake Rivers was an invention born out of necessity. Rivers came to life one weekend 
near Simcoe, Ontario when I had a ticketed show for $10 in town, yet another 
nearby venue wanted to book me to play cover songs the following night. The 
financial offer to perform the covers show was so great I agreed to it. Then I 
realized that it could backfire if some people paid to hear my original songs one 
night then could catch a cover show the following night for free.  I asked them to 
put the name Jake Rivers on the marquis. It made perfect sense in a nonsensical 
kind of way. 

The nickname was given to me from my family after I’d worked up in the northern 
bush camps for a few summers: Jake Two Rivers to be exact. It was pulled from 
a character from a 1960’s CBC show called The Forest Rangers. It ran well into 
the 90’s in syndication and it had that true Canadiana feel. Without the Forest 
Rangers, there would have been no Beachcombers. What Canadian kid didn’t 
love those shows? 

One of the main characters on the show was Joe Two Rivers, a wise First Nation’s 
man who consistently imparted traditional aboriginal wisdom to those around 
him. When I arrived home from my first summer of working up north, my family 
was calling me Joe Two Rivers. That soon changed to Jay Two Rivers and it stuck. 
Finally, that fateful night in Simcoe, Ontario when the venue owner asked for my 
name, I quickly blurted out Jake Rivers. Jake was close enough to Jay so I wouldn’t 
feel totally fraudulent. I dropped the “Two” to tighten things up. (I eventually had 
my biography include the story of my first full length album entitled: Rivers Runs 
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Wild. I’d obviously gone too far with the ruse.) 

So, as I sat up the bar nursing my draft, Brimley sauntered back behind the bar 
and made me the offer.

“Ok let’s go for it. What time?”

“Let’s say around 8:00 p.m. ‘till whenever. How many sets do you play?”

Oh let’s just play that one by feel. If it’s rockin, I’ll keep going. If it’s dying out, I’ll 
wind it down. We can use my sound system. When is last call?”

“We can’t go any later than 2:00 a.m. Oh, what did you say your name was?”

“Jake Rivers. And yours?”

“The call me Big Eddy”. 

“Alright Eddy, I’ll go grab my stuff and be back in a few hours!” 

“Looking forward to it Jake. I’ll put the word out!”

I walked back to the motel quite excited about the night awaiting me. I instinctively 
knew the crowd that would be attending. They would consist mainly of friendly  
seniors from the area. There would be a few World War Two vets sprinkled into 
the mix along with a high percentage of hunters, some conservationists, the women 
of the local crafting, quilting and crocheting auxiliary, and the usual assortment 
of Legion volunteers and members who come out every weekend to have some 
fun. They’d all be primarily of Scot and Irish descent with names like Smith, 
Campbell and MacDonald. They’d request songs like “Okie from Muskogee”, “It’s 
Hard to Be Humble” and even the occasional Stompin’ Tom song. In short, they 
were going to love Jake Rivers. 

I made my pit stop back at the motel a quick one. I took another thirty minute 
power nap, changed my guitar strings, put on black jeans, a black shirt, black 
boots, a black belt (with silver belt buckle) and mentally morphed into Jake Rivers 
during the short drive back to the Legion. Upon pulling up to the building, I noticed 
they’d taken the time to update the flashing marquis above the door:

TONIGHT 
DUCKS UNLIMMITED CHARITY AUCTION AND MEAT DRAW 

MUSICAL GUEST: JAKE RIVERS

When I walked in, Big Eddy immediately introduced me to the volunteers who 
were setting up the various items for auction around the hall. He had a crew of 
guys help me set up my PA and we had the sound check over with in twenty  
minutes. He introduced to the main coordinator of the event from Ducks Unlimited 
who made immediate inquiries as to whether he could use my microphone 
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throughout the night to announce auction winners and make the occasional 
speech about how we should protect our wetlands. 

“You betchya sir. The microphone is at your disposal. You just tell me when and 
I’ll step back and let you speak.” 

So pleased was he with this arrangement he responded “Jake, I’d like to offer you 
to spot at our head table to dine with us tonight. How does that sound?”

“That would be a true honour sir.”

And so it was. One short hour later I was up at the long head table setup on 
risers overlooking the rest of the circular tables below.  They sat me at the far 
left where I was treated to a great view of the Blue Jays game on the small TV 
perched behind the bar. I felt like a Johnny Cash impersonator at the head table 
of a Dean Martin Roast. After dinner, I stood up at the bar with Big Eddy and my 
new friends of the dais pretending to inhabit my Jake Rivers persona as the talk 
turned to moose hunting. We all mainly listened to Big Eddy hold court.

“Yeah, so there we were getting skunked after three days. I was hungover and 
standing in two feet of water when my young lad said he wanted to take the 
shot. There she was, right in our sights. He started shaking and then shaking 
some more. By Jesus he had some bad buck fever. He couldn’t pull the trigger!” 

The conversation went around the circle until all eyes turned toward the man in 
black. 

“Hey Jake, this ever happened to you?”

By that point I’d heard the word ‘buck’ and was already thinking about John 
Candy’s superb turn in the hilarious John Hugh’s film Uncle Buck.  Just thinking 
about Candy’s laugh and face made me drift into a world far away from shooting 
animals. 

“Oh hell, this one time up north, we had to quarter some road kill. Now that’s a 
story for another day!” 

Although a true story, I was really hoping they would let me off the hook without 
further questioning. 

Noticing a five second pause, I took a look at my fake skin watch and said 
“Well boys, I think it’s time for some music!” 

“Knock’em dead Jake. Just tell us what you’re drinking and we’ll take care you 
from the bar!”

“Eddy I’ll take a cold pitcher of whatever you need to get rid of. Let’s get this 
party started.” 
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The night rolled along as predicted. I offered a standard assortment of old time 
country cover songs with the occasional Rodney Dangerfield joke thrown in for 
good measure. The Ducks Unlimited spokesman came up at the end of the second 
set to finish his part with the auction. He thanked the volunteers and then said “I’d 
like to extend a very special thank you to our friend Jake Rivers for providing this 
top quality entertainment tonight. I think we can all say what a great surprise it’s 
been to have you grace our stage Jake.”

I walked back to the microphone and said “I’d like to thank all of you for being 
such a great audience. From the volunteers who cooked that amazing pork dinner 
to our server Linda behind the bar to Big Eddy who booked me tonight! We’re 
two sets down and the night is just getting started.” 

With those words I announced that I’d be taking a short break. 

I met the same guys circled around the bar for another discussion. I was feeling 
like I’d already had a bit too much to drink. I was holding court with the gang as 
the topic of conversation was now about music. We were finally in my wheel-
house. After five short minutes I realized I had these guys in stitches.

“One of these days I’m going to marry Loretta Lynn. Just don’t tell Dolly boys. I 
don’t want to break her heart.” 

“If I had Johnny’s Cash and Charlie’s Pride I wouldn’t have a Buck Owen on my 
car.” 

And on and on and on. Basically I was copping lines from the 1970’s American 
TV show Hee Haw. 

“Well, I gotta go for a smoke.  I’ll be back for set number three in fifteen minutes.” 

“I didn’t know you smoked Jake?”

“Only when I’m drinking. I’m up the three packs a day!” (Another pilfered 
Dangerfield line). 

And with that, I stepped out to the front of the Legion doors to hear the fading 
laughter and general good time noise of a fully packed Legion Hall at 11:45pm 
on a hot summer Saturday night in Nowhereville. 

As is the case with the outdoor smoking set, it’s generally a scene unto itself. I 
met a wife pushing her husband in a wheelchair down the ramp to the sidewalk. 
Once they were settled, I offered them a light and we shared a brief conversation 
about the starry night while slowly inhaling carcinogenic sticks sanctioned by the 
same government who issued the Surgeon General’s warning on the packaging.   
“Hey look” I exclaimed “I got the one that says ’Smoking may harm unborn babies!’ 
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Guess these ones won’t kill ME then!” They didn’t laugh. 

They nodded, smiled and went back inside. 

Standing there on my own, I realized it would be a good time for a two-smoke 
break. You know, collect my thoughts and catch some fresh air. Just as I fired up 
my second one I heard some low mumbling from around the corner. It was a 
group of BC’s finest youth.  They appeared like every other twenty-something in 
Canada. Wool toques, skateboard and ski logos plastered on every square inch 
of their clothes, long hair, short hair, nose rings, tattoos, ripped jeans: completely 
normal. They immediately noticed my black attire and pointed to the sign.

“Dude. You’re Jake Rivers! My aunt just texted us and told us to get down here to 
see you.”

“Yeah that’s me guys. Nice to meet you. Where you all from?”

The conversation meandered for a while and we all shared yet another cigarette. 
Then, I noticed one of the guys expertly rolling a cannon-sized joint with one 
hand while holding a lighter and bag full of pot in the other. He was obviously  
a trained professional. 

Hey Jake, you wanna try some BC bud? It’s the best in the world!” 

“Funny you should say that. I was just thinking about weed today. I don’t smoke 
it really. It makes me paranoid. Besides I’ve had a few too many brews already 
and I’d better be careful.” 

“Oh come on man. You can’t come to BC without trying a bit of our bud.” 

I get that same come on everywhere I go:  
“You can’t come to Memphis and NOT eat Gus’s Fried Chicken!” 
“You can’t come to Quebec City and NOT eat poutine!” 
“You can’t come to Manitoba and NOT have perogies!” 
“You can’t come to Nashville and NOT play at Tootsies!”  
“You can’t come to Alma and NOT see the Hopewell Rocks!”

So, with some perverse logic circling around my head I blurted out “What the 
hell. Fire it up.” And with that I proceeded to smoke on this thing like I was 
Tommy Chong hiding out in his trailer on the set of Up in Smoke. It seemed to 
have lasted about ten solid minutes. 

“Hey Jake, we’re gonna deek inside. Can’t wait to hear you man.” 

Within about two minutes I felt a strange wave come over me. It started with my 
heart. My heart was palpitating so fast it was draining the blood from my head. 
Then my eyes started to feel blurry and I was immediately dizzy. I looked over my 
shoulder to my name ‘Jake Rivers’ flashing on the marquis.  
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I was very high. I began questioning my authenticity as a human being. 

“What are you doing Aymar? Where are you? A grown man in the mountains 
of BC pretending to be a guy named Jake Rivers? Get your shit together. Settle 
down and meet a nice girl. Get a job! Mom’s right. What have you become?” 

And with that, I staggered to the side of the curb and put my head between my 
knees and closed my eyes. Suddenly I heard voices in my head. They started off 
very softly. Riiiiiiiveerrrssssss…..Riiiiveeerrrsssss….Jaaaaakke….Jaaaaakkke….” 
Then they grew louder and louder until I realized that someone was actually 
screaming out “JAKE RIVERS, where are you?” 

Totally lost into a deep paranoid, panicked realm I thought to myself “Who is this 
Jake Rivers asshole and why is some guy screaming his name?” 

“Rivers! Rivers! What’s going on man? It’s almost 12:30 and everyone’s waiting 
for your next set!” 

It was Big Eddy who’d come out to find me. I’d forgotten who I was supposed 
to be. I’d forgotten just about everything. I looked up at Big Eddy and said, “Just 
give me another five, I need some air.” 

Eddy left me to my own devices and I stood up and tried to walk around in 
circles to get some air and snap out of this awful state. It wasn’t working. I could 
barely stand. It was at that exact moment that I had an epiphany. If George (no 
show) Jones could do it then so could I. 

I stumbled back into the hall to cheers. As I wobbled toward the stage I heard  
uproarious laughter as I was assuredly pretending to play the town drunk. I staggered 
over to my guitar and strapped it on. I looked down at my guitar neck, placed 
my left hand on the fret board and totally blanked out. My guitar was melting. 
My hand look like it was made of plastic. I couldn’t move my fingers from the G 
chord position. I looked up to the crowd who were laughing less. I looked back 
down at my hand. I strummed one chord. I looked up at the crowd one last time 
to see Big Eddy walking toward the stage. 

“Hey Jake, you’re putting us on right? You ok?”

“Eddy, call a cab. I’ll be back tomorrow to get my stuff!” 

“What? You’re kidding right?”

“Eddy, can you please call a cab!”

I woke up the next morning to a knock on my door at 11:30 a.m. It was my 
friendly motel owner and her husband greeting me with a fresh coffee. It was a 
beautiful morning and as I stepped outside to join them I realized just how hungover 
I was. Ten minutes into our picnic table conversation, the events of the night came 
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back to me. I ran back into my room to realize my guitar was not there. Where 
was my PA? Where was my gear? 

“Oh MY GOD!” I realized what had happened. I didn’t have the heart to tell 
my new friends that my alter ego Jake Rivers had made a terrible fool of himself 
a mere twelve hours earlier.  I jumped in the shower and did the long walk of 
shame back to the scene of the crime. Fortunately when I arrived, there were new 
faces behind the bar. I saw a younger server and an elderly woman talking in the 
kitchen. They came out to greet me. 

“You must be Jake? You’ve come back to get your sound system I take it?”

“Yeah. Geez. Uh. Hmmm. Well. Uh. I’m sorry about last night. That’s never 
happened to me before.” The two of them looked at each other and began to 
laugh. That one merciful laugh saved me. It was a gesture of pure kindness. 

“Well, you wouldn’t believe it if we told you.”

“Please! Tell me what happened after I left.” 

The young girl took over.

“My aunt Linda told Eddy that she’d texted some of the kids to come over to the 
show. Then after you left in the cab, Eddy and Linda brought a few of the boys 
outside to ask them what happened. They finally admitted to convincing you to 
smoke some weed. Eddy was really angry. He told them that they had to tear 
down all of your gear and move it into the back room. But before that, he used 
your microphone to apologize on your behalf to everyone. The old timers all 
know about this strong BC weed. Everyone was mad at the kids for ruining a 
great night.”

“Are you kidding me? I still take full responsibility for my actions though. I screwed 
up and I’m sorry.”

“Yeah,” she replied “but it seems to happen to everyone around here at one time 
or another. Eddy and everyone loved you. Oh and here’s your money!” 

I couldn’t believe it. I walked around the bar and gave both of them a big hug. 
To think that in a moment of complete fragility, I was offered this forgiveness. I 
was relieved to find my pay was in cash as I didn’t relish the notion of asking 
them to cut a cheque under my real name. I immediately pulled out $50 and said 
“Please buy Eddy, Linda, and yourselves a few drinks on me some night. Oh, and 
when you see those kids, tell them it wasn’t their fault.”

With that, I packed my gear into my car and drove back to the motel. My new 
friends awaited me with some more fresh coffee and a sandwich.

“My husband would like to hear one of your songs.” It was perfect. I spent the 
next hour singing Jay Aymar originals and cleansed myself from the sins of Jake 
Rivers past. What a beautiful feeling.  
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“You know, if you like swimming there’s a nice lake about twenty minutes away. 
It’s where everyone goes on weekends around here!” I took them up on their 
suggestion. 

There must have been over two hundred cars in the enormous gravel parking lot. 
People were barbequing, walking dogs, cycling, playing Frisbee and occasionally 
jumping off the rocks into the water. It was such a dichotomy from the dark Legion 
Hall I’d just disgraced myself in. I walked down and claimed an open spot on the 
sandy beach, cracked open my half read copy of Carl Hiaasen’s Lucky You and 
daydreamed the afternoon away. 

The next morning, the owners of motel left me a note attached to a small bag on 
my door. 

“It was a pleasure meeting you Jay. Thank you for the music. Here’s a little something 
for your drive.” 

I opened up the bag to find a little box filled with some grapes, a banana, a yogurt 
cup, a raisin bran muffin and a small bottle of water. I dug into my computer bag 
to fish out one of my Thank You cards reserved for just such occasions and wrote 
“Thank you so much for your perfect hospitality and kind words of encouragement. 
Hopefully our paths will cross again.”  

I drove back to the main intersection in town and took another right. I drove for 
ten solid hours in an easterly direction: destination unknown. Suddenly, I noticed 
a small roadside saloon up in the distance. I checked my clock and realized it 
was already 9 p.m. As I approached this country bar, I saw a vacancy sign blinking 
above the door entrance. I pulled out $50 cash from my wallet and walked in 
with a confident yet humble swagger. 

“Hi there, I’m a touring musician just looking to spend the night. I want something 
clean and quiet. I won’t require room service and will be leaving early in the 
morning.  I only have $50.  YES or NO?”

The girl young girl behind the counter looked a bit panicked. “Well, I’m going to 
have to call Judy. She’s the owner. Our rooms are usually $45 plus tax!” 

“Well, you drive a hard bargain. No need to call Judy. I’ll take it!” 

After checking in I came back to the bar for a bite to eat. There’s nothing like a 
Monday night crowd in a remote country saloon.  

“Would you like a menu?”

“Sure, I’ll start with a ginger ale!” 

“So are you gonna get up and sing some songs for the open mic?” I turned 
around to see a house band assembling their gear on stage.  
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“Well, I think I’ll just sit back and enjoy it tonight.” 

She smiled “Yeah, I know how you feel. I can’t sing either.”

I leaned in and asked her “I’m a little lost. For the life of me I can’t remember the 
name of the last town I was in and I don’t even know what town I am in now?”

She looked at me with a straight face and said “I call this Nowhereville.”

“Are you kidding me? That’s what I call it too? It’s a long story. I’ve been on the 
road too long!” 

“My daddy was a trucker too!” she said. 

“Hey you can change that ginger ale to a Labatt 50.” 

“Labatt 50? No one drinks that around here. Where you from?”

Here we go again. 
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