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The New
Economics


I was hoping
you could help me with some historical information about something
that I think may be coming back into vogue very soon.

When I was
younger, I can remember people making fun of those old folks who
used to keep money in a sock under the mattress: you, just in case
the banks failed again. “Ho-ho-ho!” these worldly people sneered.
“Why don’t they put the money in a nice, safe, federally-insured
bank? That way, the money will earn interest and grow!” This idea
stuck with me for a long time, but now I find that my convictions
are beginning to falter.

I opened an
account a while ago at a local financial institution. I was given a
choice of accounts and opted for the kind that allowed me to write
a couple of cheques a month at no charge. The interest on the
account, set at three percent, would be paid monthly. This is
wonderful, I thought, and briefly recalled all those old codgers
with their lumpy sums under their aging Posturepedics: the
fools.

This was meant
as a secondary account to be used for special purchases. With the
freedom of writing a cheque if necessary, I thought it would be
ideal for putting away the odd shekel towards some of those silly
things you really need, like maybe a Nintendo, or a custom-made
umbrella: little personal rewards for daily toil and strife. And
what the hell, if I couldn’t decide, at least it would pull in some
interest, right?

When I got my
statement the other day, I noticed two things. One, there was NO
interest credited, and two, there was a one dollar service charge
even though absolutely nothing had occurred in the way of
withdrawals, cheques, or even account inquiries. (I had heard that
an American bank was now charging a dollar whenever you asked a
teller anything about your account. Aha, I thought, there’s been a
mistake here. Obviously, someone had made a frivolous inquiry and
it was charged to me somehow.)

When I phoned
to ask about all this, I was told the following:

1. When your
accumulated interest for the month is less than a dollar, it isn’t
added on. They just pretend that there never was any. The
explanation for this is that the paperwork involved makes this
totally unworkable and not worth the trouble.

2. No matter
what you do with this particular kind of account, you get charged a
dollar a month, period. The explanation for this is that the time
and cost involved in sending out a statement makes this
mandatory.

This is the New
Economics. No longer do financial institutions have to worry
themselves over paying you insignificant amounts of interest.
However, the fact that you decide to leave your money with them
makes you accountable for any of the resulting paperwork. I can
remember when the difference between the prime rate and the
interest paid on your account was supposed to do that.

A little quick
figuring revealed that unless I kept a minimum of four hundred
dollars in the account at all times, I wouldn’t even be paid enough
in interest to cover the service charges. In fact, if the balance
fell below the four hundred mark, I would receive no interest and
have the privilege of paying the financial institution twelve
dollars a year in easy monthly payments for having my money with
them. Left untouched, the amount would be under the three hundred
dollar mark in just ten years.

And don’t
forget that unpaid interest, too. Why, with a little willpower,
this untouched amount could produce a real net loss of close to two
hundred dollars in a decade.

What I want to
know is, is there a particular KIND of sock you should use when you
put money under your mattress? Also, is there a recommended spot
where one should put the aforementioned sock? I’m not all that
familiar with the practice, but I do know that if I put a little
under four hundred dollars under my mattress, at least I’ll still
have that much in ten years’ time.

 


High Finance
Fantasies


It’s always
invigorating when some unexpected money shows up in the mail. Even
a bill tucked in with Mom’s Christmas card can be enough to render
one breathless.

And it needn’t
be much. I can remember receiving a cheque for $1.06 for an
overpayment on a final bill. This kept me overjoyed for no less
than three days.

Recently, my
mail included my patronage refund from the local Co-op store, a
humble cheque of pink and green in the amount of $25.18. Along with
it, a statement assured me that my share ownership (an overwhelming
thought in itself) was up to $53.23.

You can imagine
my excitement.

There are many
ways to look upon this inadvertent investment portfolio, most of
them entirely dependent on punctuation. For example:

$25.18?

There is a
touch of disbelief here: not the kind that a few well-placed zeroes
wouldn’t improve, but disbelief nonetheless. It brings to mind a
welcome round of uncomplicated drinks or a trip to the movies with
all the necessary popcorn, soft drinks, and licorice twists. It
could bankroll a week’s worth of coffee breaks – little things that
brighten one’s outlook and make the world seem a little warmer.

After all, what
did I do to bring about this unexpected windfall? It was nothing
more than going about my normal business, consuming and pinching
pennies as people have done for generations. In fact, I think it
would be in keeping with my earlier disbelief to say

$25.18!

and turn the
matter into awe. Just think: the beginnings of a cottage on the
lake! This would cover the cost of a glass figurine to put on the
sill of the kitchen window, surely. And don’t forget

$53.23!

This could be
the start of a runaway investment empire.

Imagine, $25.18
(that’s TWENTY-FIVE dollars and EIGHTEEN cents) could be a down
payment for a savings bond, or it could pay off a parking ticket
incurred from a visit to the stock exchange, or it could pay for an
ornamental towel rack (That cottage on the lake is looking better
all the time).

But anyway,
it’s enough to cover the phone bill, give or take a double burger
au fromage. TWENTY-FIVE DOLLARS! AND EIGHTEEN CENTS!

 


Aurora
Borealis


Science would
like to explain away the Northern Lights as renegade sunlight
erratically reflected by ice and snow, but in a world where dreams
are constantly begging for a splendid vehicle, scientific
explanations can be boring.

Inuit and
native groups attribute the display to roaming spirits, and if
you’re not careful when you look at them, one of them will swoop
down and steal your head. Now, THAT’S an explanation.

My own
completely unsupported theory is that it’s the fallout caused by
supernatural beings engaging in parlour games. This explanation is
more in keeping with my sense of awe, and I’m sure I will continue
to be amazed whenever I see the gods playing billiards.

 


 


Preparing for
Christmas


Okay, so you've
got enough eggnog in your fridge to float a small sailboat. You've
untangled all the indoor and outdoor lights and strung them up
without throwing out your back. You've phoned all your
acquaintances and tried to pump them for appropriate gift
suggestions. You've stopped looking at your charge card balance
until at least February. You've made tentative arrangements to
visit six dozen people over the holidays and rehearsed your excuses
for not being able to get there. You've lost five pounds in
anticipation of putting on ten or fifteen. You've finally convinced
yourself that a battery-operated table setting featuring the Three
Wise Men riding camels into Bethlehem will not look good next to
your jellied salad. You've come to terms with the escalating costs
of getting pictures with Santa at the mall. You've decided to avoid
eating anything with red and green sprinkles. You've stocked your
pantry with cans of everything known to Humanity that can be put on
a cracker. You've already signed up for a low-impact aerobics class
starting in January. You've located a mistletoe supplier. You've
found a stack of cards you were going to send out two years ago and
misplaced, all sealed in envelopes and addressed and ready to go,
and decided that the cryptic messages you scrawl in them are
timeless anyway, so you've gotten stamps and sent them off. You've
put in an order for a turkey big enough to play defense for the
Buffalo Sabres and a pan big enough to cook it. You've tried to
remember the words to Good King Wenceslas but can never get past
the first verse without crib notes. You've dug out all those
festive red and green clothes you can only wear without shame in
December. You've reconsidered but ultimately abandoned the idea of
fleeing to Mexico.

So now you're
as ready as you can be under the circumstances. You've reached that
point in your holiday planning where you have to start doubting
your sanity. This is a good sign, a sign that you haven't forgotten
that the idea is to celebrate a season that traditionally puts wars
on hold and stirs up a sense of compassion and love around the
world.

Hey, it isn't
perfect, but most of the time, it works.

Happy
holidays.

 


Walter’s
Turkey Dinners


Walter bought
the turkeys; eight twenty-pounders. Apparently, someone had an oven
big enough for three of those babies.

There was gravy
and stuffing and mashed potatoes and cranberry sauce and mincemeat
tarts, and there were lots of volunteers. Normally, they serve soup
and sandwiches on Wednesday nights, but this was Christmas Dinner
Night. People waited patiently on the stairs, sniffing politely at
wafting aromas whenever the dining room door opened and closed.

At seven
o'clock, they filed in, lots of them: homeless people, welfare
people, people who just needed someplace to go.

The dining area
slowly filled with well-fed conversation. Laughter began to erupt
from corners of the room. Some began to table hop. One of the
volunteers began to sing a racy version of God Rest Ye Merry
Gentlemen.

Eventually,
there was barely room to elbow your way to the coffee urn. Hands
were being shaken. People were being hugged.

Walter sat, and
he watched, and he smiled.

 


 


Coming to
Terms with Primigravida


A first
pregnancy is the kind of event that seems to be much more enjoyable
in retrospect. Even when the arrival of the first bundle of joy has
been carefully planned, news of the conception has been
traditionally been a time of much fretting, hand-wringing, and
gnashing of teeth.

It’s a fairly
easy matter to contend with the first few months of the pregnancy,
but once the mother-to-be stops trying to squeeze into her regular
wardrobe, her condition becomes a topic of relentless
conversation.

Person after
person says hello to your wife’s midsection and asks how she (read:
the baby) is. Friends want to hold a needle on a string over her
swelling belly and surprisingly enough, the swing of the needle
agrees with the wishes of the majority.

Acquaintances
continually inquire about her health, ready to pass on their
miracle family cure for morning sickness. They seem disappointed if
she feels marvellous.

Relatives
become extremely curious about her eating and drinking habits.
Complete strangers begin to ask when the baby is due and may go as
far as planting a soft pat on the baby in progress, a smile of
euphoria on their faces. There is a definite loss of privacy which
is directly proportional to the amount of your wife which protrudes
into the public domain.

You sit down at
a table in a restaurant and the people at the next table suddenly
begin to exchange pregnancy stories. You overhear a casual comment
at work about shoplifting basketballs.

People at
parties no longer ask you whether it’s time for another election.
They are far more interested in whether you believe in LaLeche,
whether you plan to fluoridate the baby’s juice, or whether you’re
aware that the LaMaze method is based on the experiments of Pavlov.
You can never get away without someone telling you a story about
someone whose car broke down on the way to the hospital, or
worse.

As the days
pile up, there are twinges of doubt about whether the baby is every
going to go through with it. After all, if you were the baby, would
you?

Of course,
these worries disappear once Mom is no longer an entity-and-a half
and change takes on a whole new meaning.

 


 


Revisiting the East End

 


"He's just like
any other man, only moreso."

- Rick Blaine
in Casablanca

 


I recently
visited Vancouver on a gig-hunting expedition, trying to find some
freelance writing assignments that I could do from my home on
Vancouver Island. The concept of being "bushed" became quite real
when I stepped off the bus at Hastings and Main.

Granted, it had
been a few years, but I didn't remember things being quite this
crowded. At first, I shrugged it off to being accustomed to the
less-than-metropolitan aspects of a Vancouver Island lifestyle, but
as I walked along, the sheer magnitude of down-and-outers lining
the sidewalks began to remind me of scenes from Brazil and Blade
Runner. In less than half an hour, four people wandered by, made
eye contact and whispered, "Freeze?" while another three made
cannabis sativa overtures. My notorious denim fashion statement was
probably a factor, but I was still amazed at the frequency of
solicitation.

This was
complicated by the problem of finding a public telephone, which, in
any east end, is probably on par with finding a viable spot for a
silver mine in downtown Toronto. I was finally directed by an
overly friendly woman with an optimizing rack-and-buns ensemble to
a local hotel, where the din was just loud enough to drown out most
of the message a friend had left for me on his answering
machine.

I did finally
manage to meet up with my friend, a long-time labour journalist,
and when I mentioned my observations about the increase in sidewalk
traffic in the east end, he readily agreed. There were a number of
factors, of course; the economy and new social service initiatives
had made anything above a hand-to-mouth existence an impossibility,
and avenues for getting out of that trap once you had descended
were systematically being eliminated from the life choice maps. My
friend didn't feel especially threatened by the increased street
population - he figured you were more likely to be a victim of
random violence in parts of town where the self-esteem levels are
higher - but he did admit that things were getting a little
depressing.

One of the
solutions being touted for this, he told me, is the old standby:
urban renewal. Buildings were being renovated into "studio
apartments," those cute, high-ceilinged rabbit-warren suites which
supposedly attract a more upscale demographic. It will provide a
mix, he said, but I was leery. Once
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