December 15. 2007

Greetings to all from the Storey/Rogers household!

As one becomes the victim of advancing years, one’s ability to recall recent and past events diminishes, so it becomes necessary to scan the master calendar and journal to help figure out where the last twelve months went. In doing so, two observations come to mind. First, someone needs to invent a calendar with more days in it, to allow even more activities to be crammed in. Secondly, it quickly becomes apparent that the majority of the scribbles on the family schedule fall into one of three categories: performances (along with rehearsals & auditions); team practices and games; and finally, X-ray appointments. These events do not take place in any particularly ordered fashion; in fact they tend to follow more of a random and unsystematic pattern, like particles with opposite charges bouncing around in the upper atmosphere. And as sometimes occurs in nature, they occasionally collide, usually without any predictability but nevertheless creating a ripple of repercussions in the surrounding environment. As a case in point, the other evening we had two basketball games, a school band concert, and a performance of A Christmas Carol (which Brydan is in) all taking place between the hours of 6 and 10 pm. The good news is no one had to go to the E.R. [Sidebar discussion: It’s a toss-up which we have more of: head shots of our kids, or X-rays of their fractured and sprained extremities. It’s gotten to the point where we have a reserved parking spot at the radiology department. Although last week, just for a change of pace, Corin fell over a chair, cutting his eyelid and requiring three stitches, after a four hour wait in the E.R. While we were in the neighborhood, I considered stopping in for an X-ray of his swollen finger, which he had recently injured in a pick-up football game, but it was already after midnight.]

Loyal readers of these annual chronicles will recall that our household welcomed a new member last year, an albino rat named Estabon. This furry little fellow quickly ingratiated himself into the family by doing what every member of the clan is expected to do: act in a movie!  He played a leading role in a short film that was written and directed by Veda’s sister Joyce, who, along with her partner in crime Don, flew in from New York and spent Christmas with us shooting the film, which is called Enchanted Forrest. It concerned a reclusive elf-like orphan boy named Forrest (played by Leith) who lives in a culvert in the woods with his only companion, a rat, named Estabon. He is eventually discovered by a family of children (guess who) and they throw him a birthday party and all live happily ever after. Except, in this case, the rat. No, really. One morning a few months after we shot the film, Corin discovered that poor Estabon had gone to that big treadmill in the sky, perhaps to meet The Big Cheese. Or maybe he just couldn’t handle the pressure of stardom. In any case, after a suitably dignified and solemn burial ceremony, the film was dedicated to the memory of everyone’s favorite furry celeb. We’re hoping to capture the sympathy vote at Sundance, if we’re not boycotted by PETA. 

Under the heading of exciting and new experiences this year was a first for us: a vacation on Spring Break! While this is a typical annual ritual for many families, it has never worked out before due to Veda’s teaching schedule not coinciding with the kids’ school break. But this year it worked out and off we went to Jekyll Island off Georgia’s southern coast, as guests of Veda’s colleague from Georgia State University, Roger Morin his wife Susan, and daughter, Melanie (who hale originally from Montreal – small world). We spent several days at their beach front house, where we were introduced to an intriguing new pastime: geocaching. Think of it as a kind of high-tech orienteering, that uses the Internet and a handheld GPS unit to guide you to hidden treasures (or caches) pretty much anywhere you happen to be in the world. (Close to half a million have been placed around the globe, so you’re never likely to be far from one or two.) Once introduced to this worldwide, but somewhat secret society, the kids quickly became addicted, and soon our days were filled with discussions of latitude and longitude, satellite coordinates, waypoints and travel bugs. The basic objective is to get the location information from the website, (geocaching.com), enter it into the GPS device, and venture out in search of an assortment of cleverly disguised treasures, which can be found hidden in tree stumps, under park benches, and even in phone booths. Once discovered, you sign the logbook and then go back to the website and log your find there. The attraction of the sport is really the search and ultimately the discovery, not in the contents of the containers, which typically consist of trinkets and curios from the Dollar Store. And on a different level, as we unearthed over 60 caches on our travels throughout the summer, including all around Vancouver, Virginia, PEI, and even Central Park in New York City, I was able to observe the kids developing their aptitude in a number of areas, including directional awareness, local history, and teamwork. (Not to mention valuable life skills such as avoiding poison ivy, yellow jackets, and snakes while searching on the edge of a bog for that last elusive geocache before the sun completely disappears and the mosquitoes start to devour any exposed flesh, or as we used to be told back in Boy Scouts, “It builds character.”)

Not content with just our usual summer east coast trek, we decided to fly out to Vancouver for a week the day after school finished in late May. (What else can you do with nearly 500,000 frequent flier miles, except maybe redeem them for a 50” plasma TV?) Since we hadn’t been out there for about 4 years, we decided it was time. We arrived on Leith’s 9th birthday, so with the three hour time change, he had an extra long celebration (and a total of three birthday cakes). We stayed with our friends the Taylors, and visited all the friends and Rogers relatives that we could squeeze into a six day trip. If you ask the kids what the highlight was though, they’ll tell you it was crossing the Lynn Canyon Wooden Suspension Bridge, which happens to be the location where an episode of one of their favorite shows (MacGyver) was shot. Go figure.  These kids should have been born in the 80s.
Of course, summer wouldn’t be summer without our annual pilgrimage to PEI, which we were particularly looking forward to this year. One, because the renovations to the final phase of our “bag barn” were finally completed, giving us a brand new master suite. And with our brand new broadband Internet connection, we can now surf the web without running across the pasture to our neighbors’ house. (We can stay online ‘til the cows come home, instead of waiting until they do.) We also finished off the upstairs as a loft, dedicated to the “Seven Storeys” rock band and their ever growing assortment of musical equipment. Overall, we wouldn’t change a thing in the new part, with the possible exception of adding an extra layer of sound insulation to the loft, so we can hear ourselves think when the band is going full tilt up there. 

The other reason for arriving in PEI with such anticipation is that we were hosting a number of visitors who don’t normally travel that far to see us. The first guests were Bob and Bette Chambless, the kids’ voice teacher in Atlanta, who stayed with us for a couple of days. Bob introduced the boys to the art of fly fishing, which was a slightly more challenging endeavor than the method they’ve been accustomed to, i.e. fishing in Ben’s Lake, which, as a stocked lake, provides only a slightly greater challenge than the proverbial fish in a barrel. But that didn’t stop them from catching a dozen or so nice and plump rainbow trout, weighing in at about 45 pounds in total, in the stocked portion of the lake while they waited to try their hand at fly fishing. Keenan got the prize for the largest one, nearly 9 lbs. With some divine intervention and a few loaves of bread, we could have fed most of the county that day. (And at $4 a pound, the bill for that little outing could have covered a complete lobster supper for everyone at the Fisherman’s Wharf.)

The summer of 2007 holds some special memories for us because this year we celebrated my dad’s 90th birthday, which fell on the same day (July 25th) as Aidan, Corin, and Brydan’s 12th birthday. It’s rare that we are able to be with Dad on his birthday, since he lives in Ontario, and we’re in PEI at that time. But this year, he flew down from Ottawa with my brother Phil and his wife Patricia, their daughter Laura, her boyfriend Philip. We were joined by Anne and Tom, my sister and brother-in-law, and their son Derek, (along with River, their golden retriever). While Dad, Phil and Patricia stayed at Brudenell River Resort, we put everyone else up Chez Storey Road (aka the Bag Barn.) The triplets were in a state of mild euphoria since they had never seen so many relatives on their birthday before. On the 25th, Phil took Dad out golfing at Brudenell and then kids all went on a golf tournament with their Uncle Tom and Derek, which was the first time on a real course for several of them. Then after a swim at the hotel, all three of Dad’s children, along with their spouses and 9 of his 10 grandchildren (Wes was in Australia going to law school) gathered in a private lounge to celebrate the big occasion. I think it’s safe to say it was a truly memorable event, particularly in view of the uncertainty for a while about Dad’s ability to travel. About a month earlier, doctors had discovered two malignant tumors in his colon, and scheduled him for surgery. Fortunately, they were able to delay it until after his trip to PEI, and we are happy to report that the operation was a complete success and he has made essentially a full recovery and has now resumed all his normal activities.  The docs all remarked that they had never encountered a ninety year old in such great shape, and we’re hoping he stays that way so we can all do this again for his 100th.

A couple of days after the birthday shindig, we staged our annual concert at the church, on what turned out to be the hottest day of the summer (30 C is pretty much as hot as it gets in PEI). This year’s concert marked the debut of our new Ceili band, consisting of Aidan, who has now taken up fiddle, Corin on Irish flute, Brydan on keyboards and yours truly rounding out the rhythm section on guitar. Ivy Catherine also performed her first violin solo (Jingle Bells – her choice), along with a couple of vocal and piano selections. Veda’s brother, Ian, and his five-year-old daughter, Larissa added to the Storey’s side of the performance. The Seven Storeys, the rock band’s current moniker, also raised the roof with some old favorites by Journey, Bon Jovi, and Neil Young.  But the highlight of the show would have to be the guest appearance by a certain ninety year old tenor, Phil Rogers, who treated the audience to a couple of ballads, including an old favorite, Danny Boy. The standing ovation following his stirring performance was very much deserved. 
I must have overslept this year, because when I woke up in August I had two kids starting high school, and one of them, Devon, somehow got taller than his father. It takes some getting used to having to look up to the kid you just dropped off at kindergarten last week. At a hair under 6’2”, one wonders when he’s going to stop growing. However, I discovered that height has no bearing on how straight a kid’s teeth are, and so Devon has joined his four brothers who are already sporting braces. Appointments at the orthodontist now take all afternoon, which is just enough time to stop by the bank and arrange for a second mortgage to pay for the treatments. Both boys seem to have settled well into high school, perhaps because they got to play high school  students last spring, before they technically qualified, when they were in a stage production of Disney’s sappy teen romp “High School Musical”. They have both joined the marching band, which raises their freshman status to slightly above pond-scum. Their popularity does not appear to be in jeopardy, because last month their friends chipped in and bought them an X-Box console for their birthday, (which isn’t until next July.) Perhaps this was a clever ruse intended to finesse their way around Mom and Dad’s pronouncement that video games are as welcome in the house as radioactive isotopes.  

In closing, Veda usually provides a couple of memorable quotes from one of the kids that more or less embodies the essence of life in the madhouse we call home. This year the nod goes to Brydan, who pondered “I wonder what my life would be like if I didn't have five brothers and a sister, and play all these instruments, and go to a magnet school?” You mean, like, live in a normal place? One where four pianos and five computers are enough to satisfy all practice and homework obligations, without someone shouting “I was on there first!, and oh, Dad printer number 3 is out of toner again.” Devon apparently answered that when he said, “I don’t know what it would be like not to have so many people around. It would be so boring.” So there you have it, the grass might be greener on the other side of the fence, but who wants a perfect lawn if there’s no one to play football with? Finally, back to Brydan “Do you really do research in computer systems Mom? How can that be when I can always get your computer to work and you can’t?”  Kids say it all. 
And so what do Mom & Dad do when they aren’t chauffeuring our little thespians to their shows (Brydan gets to be a Cratchit kid 36 times in A Christmas Carol and wonders why they have to have “equity day off” on Mondays) or to a lesson, game or concert? Simple, we strive to maintain some semblance of professional relevance, so our kids won’t grow up thinking we’re just the hired help (who are we kidding?). On that score, Veda continues to broaden the frontiers of knowledge in such disciplines as the semantic web, as well teach her MBA executives how to talk to guys sporting pocket protectors.  I for one, have moved closer to establishing a joint venture with the online professional coaching company that I’ve been affiliated with for the last couple of years, which will likely mean more travel to Cardiff, Wales, where it’s based. Throw in a few trips for Veda to her academic conferences in places like Montreal, Barcelona, and Paris, and you get an appreciation for tools like shared calendars, to make sure at least one of us is in the country at all times.  Otherwise, who would drive the kids to their auditions?

And speaking of maintaining some sort of technical relevance, you can always count on Google to tell you how you rate.  I recently joined a trend known as “ego surfing” (also known as googling yourself, which apparently almost half of surveyed users admit to, meaning the other half lied). I discovered that the entry for my name appears right behind that of an 88 year old WW II veteran and former Lieutenant Governor of British Columbia, one Robert Gordon Rogers, who happens to be my uncle. And so, even though I’m as socially networked as the next bloke, with 6000 “friends” on LinkedIn, Facebook, Flickr and all the rest, this discovery quickly vanquished any fantasies I harbored of being a Wired Pooh-Bah. I may get poked a lot, but it’s awfully hard to compete with a senior citizen who has his own Wikipedia entry. Next year I’ll probably be outranked by one of my kids.

I’ll leave  you with a link to keep tabs on our comings and goings via the Web, if you’re into visuals. Just click on http://www.flickr.com/photos/gordonrogers/ for tons of pics. And if you’ll excuse me, now I have go start working on my book project, “1000 Geocaches to Find Before You Die”.

Best of the season to everyone.

Best of the season to everyone.
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