The Car and I
While it cannot be denied that clothes make the man, and few
would dispute that we are what we eat, I have recently found that
few things define who we are quite as clearly as the car we drive.
Over the past several weeks, choosing a new automobile has
evolved from a relatively straight forward, practical exercise into
one that has had me re-examining what a car says about me and
how I wish to be seen.
It all began innocently enough. My no-nonsense 2007 SUV was
beginning to show its age in the form of large repair bills, so I
decided that it was time to do a bit of research into my next car. I
methodically established parameters: it needed to be smaller and
more fuel efficient than the current gas guzzler, all-wheel drive
was a must (safety first) and it had to fit nicely into a single
parent’s budget. It all sounded so responsible, so thrifty...so dull.
I paused at that thought and looked back at all of the cars that I
have owned since my first purchase, thirty-two years ago. Have I
always followed the pattern of function over form, substance
over style? To my dismay, it was clear that this was indeed the
case. My cars have been, without exception, capable, reliable,
practical, highly rated and without an ounce of pizzazz. I rationalized that my car doesn’t define me, that I am not an extension
of steel and glass and rubber, but I wasn’t sold on that argument.
Did I choose these cars, or did these cars choose me? A simple
purchase was quickly turning into an existential crisis.
Cars have been sold with varying degrees of emphasis on substance, style, function and form since the first Model T Fords
rolled off the assembly line (and maybe even before that). Advertisers know that some people choose cars that will feed their
alter-ego, and ads will play on that theme. Other shoppers want a
car that validates and projects their sense of self. It wasn’t difficult to figure out where I fit along the spectrum: I guess it has
been more important for me to be seen as someone who led with
his head before his heart when it came to his car (steak won out
over sizzle). But that isn’t to say that, from time to time, I haven’t gazed longingly at a curvy, sexy model (we’re still talking
about cars here) and wondered what it would be like to be behind
the wheel. Would I feel different about myself? Would I become different?
Not long ago, perhaps as a precursor to my current state of angst,
I took my SUV in for servicing. To pass the time and to distract
myself from the thought of the very large repair bill to come, I
wandered into the dealer showroom and perused the new vehicles. I stopped short at a car that I had never seen before, one
that I might not have taken much notice of in the past. It was
sleek and sporty, with a low profile and rear spoiler. Totally
impractical for a fifty-two year old man with fifteen and twenty
year old sons. And yet...the image of the car remained with me

We pulled into the dealership on a very wet, cool evening. The
salesman was a young fellow, much closer in age to my boys
than to me. I wanted to take the car out right away (my stomach
was empty and growling insistently for dinner), but he was determined to extol all of the virtues of the sexy little number first.
Before long I noticed that the “sizzle” portion of the sales pitch
(premium stereo with subwoofer and way too many speakers,
panoramic moon roof and cool rims!) was aimed not at me but
squarely at my sons, who nodded approvingly at every feature
and might even have drooled once or twice. The salesman
aimed the “steak” at me, describing the fuel economy, safety
features (seven air bags!) and ease of manoeuvring while the
boys explored the buttons and knobs in the cockpit. Was he
choosing to tailor his message based on our difference in age, or
did he spot me as the prudent, conservative car owner that I was
and told me what he knew I wanted to hear? I felt as transparent as cellophane, and it bothered me.
Finally, we took the car out for a spin. Although it was a fourseater, it felt cramped and I was unaccustomed to being so low
to the ground. Because of the heavy rain, the traffic moved
slowly and we never made it past 40 kph throughout the test
drive. Although it was a very attractive car, I must say that I
didn’t feel more attractive, or hip, or youthful, or sexy driving in
it, and my back ached from the seats. I just felt very middleaged and very, very hungry.
At present, I am no closer to finding a new car that best suits
me. Perhaps I am a practical, straight-forward guy seeking a
like-minded automobile. Then again, maybe the car I drive says
little about me other than the fact that I lean towards those at the
top of the Consumers Reports rankings, and that’s all. The truth
is, I really don’t know. But the search must go on because those
repair bills keep on growing in size and frequency. And, true to
my nature, I will likely approach the task methodically and thoroughly and I will probably choose a car that reflects my values.
I do, however, like the sound of a panoramic moon roof and
fancy rims…
Stay tuned.
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for days afterward. I told my kids about it and they insisted that
we take it for a test drive. Intrigued, I called and booked an appointment for the next day.
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Zen and the Art of Lawn Maintenance
“The grass is always greener on the other side of the fence” is an
expression that speaks to the importance of valuing what you
have. It’s about understanding perception, and realizing that
often what appears to be better than what is yours is really no
better at all. It’s an important lesson to learn. Except that in the
most literal sense of this expression, for me, the grass is actually
greener on the other side of the fence. I know this to be true
because, well, my grass is no longer
green. Or perhaps more accurately,
our yard is no longer green as only a
few blades of actual grass exist on
our side of said fence.
This is a problem with an alarmingly
long history. In fact, in the 31 years
that I have been in charge of lawn
maintenance for our family, there is
nary a single patch of turf I have
tended that hasn’t eventually turned
into a patch of dirt. Our current
yard/dust bowl is just one in a long
line of horticultural disasters, and
I’m at a loss to know why.
It’s certainly not for lack of caring. Cutting the grass is an
activity I actually enjoy – that is until it becomes running the
lawn mower over bare, dry soil, and kicking up dust like a desert
sand storm. As a young boy, cutting the lawn was one of the first
tasks entrusted to me by my father, and I took great pride in being
deemed capable of maneuvering our oversize “self-propelled”
Briggs and Stratten over the half acre or so of green, green grass.
Even though our yard always sported a healthy dose of dandelion
yellow each spring, with some weed spray and some effort on my
father’s part, the lawn always managed to spend the summer and
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fall in a healthy state of lushness – providing a most suitable
playground carpet for family and friends year after year. For
some reason, and despite the advance of modern chemical and
lawn care tools, I have been unable to duplicate this
achievement.
In my defence, some of the policies put into force over the
past many years have worked against me. First of all, there’s
water – a precious resource to be
sure – and given some of the dry
summers we have experienced in
the past a water ban has often been
put into place which I have
dutifully obeyed. Unfortunately
my neighbours, at least those with
automatic sprinkler systems, have
not, and while the edges of my
lawn nearest the neighbours have
fared reasonably well, the vast
majority of my lawn during those
summers has flat out died of thirst.
On many an occasion I have been
given a nasty glare by a robin,
gleefully pulling worms out of the
moist green earth next door and looking at me as if to say
“Buddy, what’s going on over there?”
And then there’s the ongoing debate about the use of
pesticides. I have over the years been on and off with respect
to using Weed Man to spray, fertilize, and aerate our lawn
(only on very rare occasions have I given up the job of
actually cutting the grass). This tends to be a cycle. We pay
Weed Man, who does manage to keep the weeds under
control. Then I get to thinking – “Why can’t I buy the proper
fertilizer, save a few bucks and get the satisfaction of doing
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Zen and the Art of Lawn Maintenance (cont’d)
this myself?” This part of the cycle never goes well.
Inevitably it becomes Bill vs. the dandelions. A few years back I
spent an entire Saturday dealing with this yellow plague. A ban had
been placed on the use of pesticides in the town of Newmarket (as
in many municipalities) and it appeared that man-to-man combat
remained the only field of battle available. So I plucked and
skewered the day away, ensuring that I got roots and all, placing my
victims safely in bags so that their seed could no longer multiply.
And in the evening, as I stood admiring my yellow-free lawn, I felt
sore, but victorious. I slept soundly, and dreamt of running
barefoot through lush grass.
But, on looking out at the lawn the next morning, I gasped in shock
and disbelief. Just like Tim Allen’s Santa beard grows back in full
immediately after he shaves it off in The Santa Clause, my lawn
was once again a complete sea of yellow. It was time for drastic
measures. I dialed the Weed Man.
“Welcome back Mr. Bell” a young girl said to me in a voice that
smacked of “we knew you’d be back – we’ve seen your lawn.” I let
her know that I was skeptical that a company that sprays for weeds
could be of any help when pesticides were banned, and postured
that perhaps they would show up in a TV repair truck and work
undercover if in fact I was going to be breaking the law. She
assured me that “new” chemicals had been developed that were
acceptable to the municipality while still
“helping” me with weed control.
She stressed the “helping” part, but I
didn’t hear it at first. It turns out that
helping is indeed an accurate
description. The number of
dandelions gradually reduced,
but whether that was due

to the spraying or simply just the passing of time I’m still not
sure. But sadly, as the weed count went down, the green count
went down with it. Our lawn was deteriorating in the same
manner as the last few lawns I had managed to destroy. Despite
watering faithfully (no water ban this summer), and the efforts of
Weed Man (who sprayed, fertilized, aerated, and added some
“grub control,”) our lawn had disappeared. Meanwhile, the
neighbours on both sides and as far as I could see on either side of
the street, were as green as the astro-turf at the Rogers Centre.
This was starting to stress me out.
It was time to turn to something new. Perhaps it wasn’t that I
needed to do something different. It wasn’t that I didn’t
understand the technical requirements of lawn maintenance. I just
needed to think differently about the importance of having a green
lawn. I needed to chill. I needed to find Zen.
After a few weeks of meditating about my lawn in the context of
green grass vs. brown dirt I have subsequently determined that
Zen is no better at producing the correct colour for a yard than any
of the other methods previously tried. But, I’m feeling much less
stressed about it. Partly because I’m more relaxed, but mostly
because I have read the Farmer’s Almanac winter prediction for
Ontario, and it would appear that the great equalizer of lawn
beauty will be upon us in “normal” quantities this coming winter
– and more importantly – winter is almost upon us.
Soon every yard in the neighbourhood will look identical, covered
in a pure layer of crisp white snow. Maybe during the hibernation
period of winter, the grass in my yard will find its own Zen, and
prepare itself for a summer of green. One can only hope.
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The first food bank in Canada was established in Edmonton in
1981. Its goal was to temporarily alleviate the rising hunger levels in the city. Unfortunately the problem wasn’t a temporary
one, and the need for food banks across Canada has since grown
to the unprecedented level we see today. Over 900,000 Canadians are helped each month, and this year over 1.1 million Canadians have visited food banks in the GTA alone.
The number of people that require assistance in order to avoid
going hungry is truly alarming. In the GTA over 45% of adults,
and 25% of children go hungry at least once a week because of
lack of money. In fact over 32% of food bank clients are children! To learn more about hunger in Canada and the important
role that food banks play I strongly recommend visiting
www.foodbankscanada.ca or www.dailybread.ca.
At Bell Financial we’ve decided that we’d like to help out, and so
we have set up a food drive through the Daily Bread Food Bank.
We will be collecting non-perishable food items at our office in
Aurora, and any monetary donations can be made by following
the link on our website (at www.bellfinancial.ca).

This particular food drive will run until December 15 th, but
providing we have success we would like to make this a Bell Financial tradition. Each of us at Bell Financial is committed to
doing our part, and we will be making ongoing contributions of
non-perishable food items and funds over the years ahead. We
are hoping that you will join with us and multiply our efforts in
order to provide some much needed help to those people in our
region who are affected.
The need is profound. We hope you will join us in supporting the
fight against hunger!

Cheers,

Nick
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Great Minds, Great Thoughts
“Don’t cry because it’s over, smile because it happened.”
Dr. Seuss

“It’s been my experience that you can nearly always enjoy things if
you make up your mind firmly that you will. ”
L.M Montgomery

“Success is getting what you want, happiness is wanting what you get.”
W.P. Kinsella
“What you do makes a difference, and you have to decide
what kind of difference you want to make..”
Jane Goodall

