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Have you ever wondered what it would be like to tell a prospective employer the truth about yourself? Not just the polite truth or even the warts-and-all truth, but the sludge that lies beneath the warts. I’ve been preparing that speech in my head all my life, as a counterpoint to the sycophantic job-interview style I’ve perfected over the years. In the interviewer’s office I morph into a wind-up doll, pull a string and out comes a platitude. “Oh yes, I believe in teamwork.” “Overtime is not a problem.” “I’m looking to make a long-term contribution.”

But the fantasy lingers on. The seduction of baring my sludge and letting the globs fall where they may. Who knows, maybe there’s an employer out there who is looking for precisely the type of person who spends large blocks of time dreaming out the window and who delivers elephant-sized gaucheries with aplomb.

I know you’re out there, boss. Here’s hoping this letter helps you find me.

Dear Sir or Madam:

Hire me. No, don’t hire me. I’ll do a good job for a while, even a sterling job, but sooner or later I’ll blow it. I’ll say the wrong thing at a staff meeting, or I’ll take charge of a situation that I have no business getting involved in, or I’ll sit in the background when it’s obvious to everyone else that I should be taking charge, or ... well, any number of similar foul-ups that demonstrate my lack of savoir-faire. As I said, for the most part I’ll do a good job for you. It’s these other things that always get in the way. Maybe that’s why I’ve never been promoted. I either quit or get fired before that happens.

Each time I’m about to start a new job, I tell myself that this time will be different, much like an alcoholic buoyed by the conviction that tomorrow, blessed tomorrow, she’ll stay away from the poison for sure. Or like a woman who always hangs out with alcoholics or whatever-aholics in the hope of straightening them out. (“I know he’s got it in him.”) I know I’ve got it in me to be a good, diligent employee, I keep telling myself — someone with “long-term potential.” Trouble is, it never happens.

It all boils down to this, I think — a constitutional inability to maintain a professional stance. Professional. The highest compliment you can give a worker. “She’s a professional” means so many things that I am not. She never loses her cool, she knows when to keep her mouth shut, she’s discreet, she’s loyal ... I remember skimming through an interview with Jodie Foster in some women’s magazine. “It’s all about being a professional,” she said. “About showing up for a shoot even if your kid has leukemia.”

To tell the truth, I thought it was one of the most idiotic statements I’d ever read. I sure hope it’s not what you expect from me. You can be damn sure that if one of my children gets leukemia (heaven forbid), your stupid job would be the first thing to go. Like so many late boomers (née 1957, if you must know), I was a late bloomer — that is, I sat on the fence about the breeding question for as long as I possibly could. When I finally cranked out my kids I was not only ripe for the experience, I was rotting. Oozing brown slime from every one of my pores. So I’m not about to show up at your office and pretend nothing’s the matter when one of my kids is spitting blood.

The show must go on, you say? No, it mustn’t. When you really think about it, it doesn’t go on for any of us. The curtain’s gonna close on us all some day, even you. The only thing I can say for sure about the show is that it’s always changing.

Like the day I was fired from my last job. Something clicked inside me then, something finally sank in. I wasn’t cut out for the working world, I realized, and I was damn proud of it. Within a few months I had launched a home-based writing business and found a publisher for a book I’d written. Let them all eat cake, I thought, delighted that I’d finally stumbled on a way to leave the workaday world behind.

And yet, and yet. There’s still a small part of me that would like to prove, once and for all, that I can do it. That I can fit in. That I can be promoted, dammit!

Come to think of it, that’s one of the things I like most about motherhood. Promotions are automatic. When your child turns three, you become the mother of a three-year-old. New pressures, new responsibilities. And rare is the child who fires her mom, no matter how unprofessional she is.

So, to be fair, I have to warn you not to hire me. Hire me to write an article or a column or a book-jacket blurb for you, to edit your manuscript, to spruce up your website, but don’t hire me to be a perky-positive-responsible-reliable team player, to go to lunch with my colleagues and say “we” when I refer to your company, to put pictures of my kids on my desk but otherwise pretend they don’t exist. I wish I could say otherwise, but it’s not gonna work.

Still think I’m worth a gamble? Read on.

Respectfully yours ...


Clueless

One of the symptoms of approaching nervous breakdown is the belief that one’s work is terribly important, and that to take a holiday would bring all kinds of disaster.

Bertrand Russell
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Not long ago I dreamed I had a fancy job in an office tower belonging to a multinational company. My boss told me that some folks from head office (Japan?) were coming in to check out the Canadian headquarters, so we had to put on a good show. She took me to a hallway where new wallpaper had just been hung, a pattern of irregular vertical stripes in a tasteful array of bright (but not too bright) hues. “We’re going to have four teams of employees,” my boss said, “with one colour assigned to each team. You’ll be responsible for one of the teams. Pick a colour from this wallpaper, and order some silk ponchos in that colour. On the day the folks from head office arrive, make sure everybody on your team is wearing their ponchos.” “Yes Ma’am,” I said.

On the appointed day I went to work and saw the members of the other three teams milling around outside the office building, their silk ponchos billowing around them like jellyfish. Light green, salmon, and off-white. Then my team came along, poncho-less, looking lost and a little concerned. Noticing this state of affairs, my boss marched over to me and demanded an explanation. Somewhere in the middle of my hemming and hawing I woke up, relief flooding my veins. It was only a dream.

When it comes to hotshot jobs in fancy offices, I may as well be dreaming. It has never happened to me, and, if all goes according to plan, it never will. In over two decades of working, the longest I ever stayed at one job was four years. Sounds pretty respectable, but it was definitely an aberration. The second-longest time was ten months. The shortest was two hours, including bathroom breaks. My average is probably about three or four months, which is exactly the amount of time that classic love-’em-and-leave-’em guys spend on their conquests. I guess that makes me an unfaithful old cad (caddess?), though in most cases it’s the jobs that have been unfaithful to me.

It’s been like this ever since I stepped into the working world. Well over fifty jobs in all, and that’s not even counting the temp jobs. The trouble is almost never my ability to do the work. It’s something darker, more insidious. A character flaw, if you will. An inability to play by the rules — or more precisely, to understand the rules, or even the game that’s being played. A consistent inability to be the gal you can count on. Just like in the dream.

It wasn’t supposed to be this way. It was supposed to be a straight line, not a maze full of blind alleys. I was the over-achieving kid on the block, the one who hogged all the As, won the prizes. I was my mother’s prize for having survived the Holocaust and crossed over to the New World in a fat French ship, just in time for the Montreal winter. Because I had the knack for knowing what the system expected of me and dishing it out with a minimum amount of effort, because I was soft-spoken and liked classical music, people continually mistook me for the serious, scholarly type, the type headed directly for Go, collect $200, get that diploma, that degree, that medical degree, collect $200,000. The husbandhousekids, the European vacations. Not — heaven forbid — the type who “got lost in life.” “She’s not a stupid girl, but she somehow got lost in life,” my mother would sometimes say about this or that acquaintance, her tone laced with pity.

Success, status, stability. What Jewish mother doesn’t want those things for her children? My own mother was no exception. “You can be anything you want to be” was something she drilled into my brother and me from the time we were pulling up on coffee tables, but what that really meant was, “You can be anything you want to be, as long it’s a profession requiring at least ten years of higher education, preferably medicine.”

To my mother’s way of thinking, the only people who didn’t want to go to medical school were those who couldn’t go — in other words, those whose grades weren’t high enough, or those misguided souls who had majored in the humanities. There were a couple of exceptions to this rule, such as lawyers, university professors, or people who had a “calling,” like symphonic composers. By and large, though, medical school was it. The pot of gold. The crowning achievement of a well-spent youth.

To her credit, she never made a distinction between what she expected from me and from David. My Son The Doctor and My Daughter The Doctor were prizes of equal value in her eyes. And she never actually came out and told us point blank, “Get thee to a medical school.” But it was somehow in the air, like pollen in the springtime. The way her features would soften when she mentioned that Mr. Weiss’s son or Mrs. Levine’s daughter had been accepted.

You can be anything you want to be, she assured me, but she also took me, at age ten, to see Molière’s Les Femmes Savantes, in which a bunch of women with intellectual pretensions were put to shame by the simple Henriette, whose greatest wish was to serve her man and future children. She chuckled when Armande made pedantic pronouncements about grammatical errors or Philaminte went into transports about Trissotin’s poetic effusions, while I sat beside her in mystified silence. How could I be anything I wanted in life if I wasn’t allowed to have intellectual pretensions?

“What’s wrong with women wanting to know things?” I asked uncertainly when we were driving back home after the show.

“Nothing, of course,” she said. “The problem with Philaminte and Armande is that they weren’t interested in knowledge itself as much as in showing it off.”

“But the men were showing off too, and Molière wasn’t making fun of them.” (Maybe I should have been a lawyer after all — my path of least resistance has always been to argue.)

“That’s true,” she said slowly. “I guess the point he was trying to make was that these women were so wrapped up in themselves that they were forgetting how glorious it is to be a woman. To have children, to be a mother.”

“Whatever you do, don’t miss out on being a mother,” she told me often, accompanied by the trademark sigh that leaves Jewish children the world over scratching their heads, wondering what on earth they’ve done wrong. Maybe she’s sighing because of the way I treat my dolls, I thought, resolving to start taking them for walks and combing instead of singeing their hair, as I had done with Susie Blue, a blue-tressed, blue-eyed doll with moving eyelids and a blue-and-white checked apron.

The problem was, even with the best intentions I wasn’t sure I was equal to the task. In order to have children you had to be married, and in order to be married you had to play your cards right. At eleven years old, I wasn’t sure I held — quite literally — a playable hand.

During the summer of my eleventh year I went to a fund-raising carnival put on by an older cousin and some of her friends. They had set up a palmistry booth, with a fifteen-year-old waif of a palm reader doing the honours. When I stepped into the booth to consult her she took my left palm between her hands, studied it gravely for a few moments, then looked into my eyes with dramatic flair and said, “You probably won’t get married.” She pulled a card out of a box, showing two curved lines meeting at the tip like the halves of a wishbone. “See, that’s the life line and that’s the heart line. If they join up at the side it means a person is going to get married.” She returned to my palm. “See how your lines crisscross instead of joining together?”

For the rest of the summer I did nothing but worry. While splashing around the community pool, while playing Monopoly with my cousins, while sampling those intriguing Good Humour ice cream bars on a trip to the States, I worried about my left palm. I wasn’t going to get married, that was all there was to it. I would become a spinster (a word which, on my mother’s lips, sounded more pitiable than just about any other fate I could conceive), an old maid, the fussy maiden aunt to my brother’s children just like Aunt Gertrude in the Hardy Boys books.

It didn’t occur to me, at the time, to question what the palm reader had told me or to give her pronouncement a reality check. Like Aristotle, who didn’t think to test his idea that women had fewer teeth than men by actually looking into a woman’s mouth, I didn’t bother to look at the palms of married people. That palm reader had seemed so sure of what she was saying, it had to be true.

My obsession did serve at least one purpose — it distracted me from the momentous upheaval in my family, my father’s slow dying of lung cancer. Even after his death that fall, while eight-year-old David wrote poems of astonishing precocity to his departed father (Oh Daddy, you were a man of honor / and you had to donor / your heart), I continued to stare glumly at the unjoined lines on my left palm.

I had to wait until the following summer before I was able to gather empirical evidence to settle the question. It just so happened that a family friend was resting his hand, palm up, on a picnic table and I glanced at it and then stared harder because, Holy Smokes, his lines didn’t join either! And he was married! In one fell swoop my worry was erased, never to return. But by my thirteenth summer I’d found a new bone to chew: my period, which still hadn’t arrived even though my friends had been exchanging conspiratorial winks about tampons for over a year. If I didn’t get it, that meant I wouldn’t be able to ... And when my period came it was my height. If I didn’t stop growing I’d scare off all suitors and would never get married, which meant I would never have ...

But my mother told me that my height was an asset, that any man worth his salt liked tall women. That her biggest shame, when she met my father, was being five foot two and having to wear stiletto heels in order to lift herself high enough off the ground to be kissed by him. That I shouldn’t be worrying about men (you’ll have your pick, she assured me, all current evidence to the contrary) but concentrating on my studies. “You have great things ahead of you,” she said, “as long as you keep up your grades, especially in math and science because those are the subjects that will open doors for you and the arts are fine you know how I love music and books but the arts are for enjoying later in life after you’ve established yourself not for studying in university not if you have the ability to do science because you want to keep your options open remember Ethel and Joe’s son who loved acting and got himself a drama degree and then decided he wanted to be a doctor after all but he was stuck because he wasn’t about to start over from scratch so he ended up selling insurance like his father.”

Looking back on the way I was then — a somewhat reserved young woman who wrote rhyming poems and listened to Spanish folk songs but almost never read the newspaper — I suspect that anyone with a little insight could have foreseen that my ride around the Monopoly board would be less than smooth. But the people surrounding me had their insight clouded by hopes. “She got another A on her math test,” my mother would toot to her friend Marta, who would take her cue and respond, “You don’t have to worry about that one — she’ll go into the professions for sure.” They were so hopeful, in fact, that I almost believed them. Maybe I will become a pillar of the community, I told myself, maybe I will have a thriving medical practice and season’s ski passes at Smuggler’s Notch. And two children who ask me if they can play with my stethoscope, in preparation for the real thing. Maybe.

It was against this backdrop of expectations that I set out into the working world, doing my best to ignore the uneasy feeling that the edifice of pretence that had been created around me would sooner or later come tumbling down, leaving me exposed as the clueless specimen that I was.


2

First year Biology at McGill University. I was studying as much or as little as it took for me to get my scholarship renewed, which meant not having to wait tables on weekends.

I had a serious crush on my organic chem prof, Dr. Flushing. He was a good three inches shorter than me, which usually threw cold water on any romantic notions I might entertain about someone, but it didn’t bother me in this case. Nor did his wedding ring. I was captivated by his soulful green eyes, his endearingly British pronunciation of chemical terms — meethyle, aceetyle — and above all, his swashbuckling confidence. After class, I would walk down to the podium and ask him questions I already knew the answer to.

“We’re running out of time here, but I’d love to talk some more,” he told me on one occasion, and suggested I make an appointment to see him privately. In his office, I told him how much I liked his course (translation: you turn me on). By the end of our discussion, I found myself telling him I was thinking of changing my major to chemistry (translation: I want to see more of you). The following week, I did the necessary paperwork to complete the transfer.

Every time I went to his office for these career counselling chats, I was alert with tension, hoping and fearing he would make a move. Instead, he offered me a summer job as a research technician in his lab. I was so excited at the prospect of working alongside my mentor/object of desire that I offered to work without pay. “Nonsense,” he said. “I’ll pay you the same as I pay everyone else who works for me — three-hundred dollars a month, May to August.” This seemed very generous to me. With a stunning lack of worldliness, I kept trying to persuade him to let me work for no pay, but he wouldn’t hear of it.

“So maybe you’ll be a chemist,” said my mother, a little dubious. “But what if you decide to apply to med school after all? Wouldn’t some kind of biology degree be an advantage?”

There were several graduate students in the lab, all from far-off places like Iran and Malaysia, and one other research assistant: a petite young woman with short hair of no particular colour, who went about her work noiselessly and, it seemed to me, very skillfully. She never spilled acetone on the tabletops, never had to repeat a procedure because she’d made an error in measuring out the chemicals. In other words, a real chemist. In fact, the whole lot of them struck me that way: solid, serious, committed. I already had that feeling, which was to become so familiar to me over the years, of being a fish on a bicycle.

“Are there any attractive men in the lab?” my mother asked.

“No, mom, they’re all nerds.”

The first assignment Dr. Flushing gave me was to synthesize a crystalline solid that he planned to convert into a box-shaped molecule called a cubane. He gave me a list of step-by-step instructions a trained seal could have followed (combine A and B, dissolve in C, heat on a Bunsen burner for 10 minutes, etc.), and I set to work. When I got to the last step, though, the expected crystalline solid did not materialize. After several failed attempts at the procedure, I decided to read the instructions again. Oops, wrong starting ingredient. So it was back to the drawing board, where I kept finding new ways to botch up the instructions and put life and limb in jeopardy.

On one occasion I was heating up a flask of benzene on a hot plate, a procedure that is done under a fume hood so that the flammable benzene vapours are sucked away. Oops, forgot about the fume hood part. Leaning my head forward, I peered into the flask to see how the liquid inside was doing. I moved my head back again, and at precisely that moment a huge flame shot up into the air above the flask. (A split second earlier and I’d be writing this book on a Braille keyboard.)

“Help,” I yelled inanely. One of the grad students got up from his bench, went to get a fire extinguisher, and quickly put out the fire while I stood there like an ice statue. Glace under pressure, I guess. The lab filled with black smoke, and within a few minutes a dusty black film had settled on everything in the room — the countertops, beakers, pipettes, bottles of solvent, our lab coats, the tops of our heads. We all spent the afternoon cleaning up, my humiliation somewhat mitigated by the relief that Dr. Flushing was not there to witness it.

Sensing, perhaps, that I was feeling a little dejected, Yussuf, the Iranian student, offered to take me out for a coffee at the student union building. As soon as he had my attention he started talking (and talking, and talking) about the political situation in his native land. “You Canadians may think we like the Shah, but we don’t,” he assured me. “We’re ready for something different.”

“Is that so?” I asked, more out of politeness than interest.

“Oh yes, and did you know that, in contrast to other Arab countries, my homeland is ...”

I listened with my customary boredom-disguised-as-politeness, which he evidently mistook for passionate interest, because the next day he suggested coffee again. Starved for the chance to talk about his homeland, he was thrilled to have found an audience. His analyses of the political upheavals in his part of the world became more esoteric, my is-that-so’s more closely spaced. As I’ve often found with men who’ve crammed their heads with political knowledge, he seemed genuinely unaware of my lack of interest, though in all fairness I was probably quite good at hiding it (“Always act interested and people will flock to you,” my mother often told me).

We continued to go out for coffee, with increasing regularity, until the day Yussuf steered the discussion to a new topic. “I may not appear to be a typical Moslem,” he said, “but in my heart I am. I would never marry someone outside my own faith, for instance.”

“Is that so?”

“... although our religion says it’s OK to marry someone who converts.” He looked right at me. I said nothing, but the next time he suggested coffee I told him I had an errand to run.

A few weeks into the summer, Dr. Flushing mentioned to me that he was going to Paris on business for a few weeks.

“Paris?” My voice was unsteady.

“Yes, that’s what I said.”

The next thing I knew, I was in the women’s bathroom, holding onto the sink, tears spilling down my cheeks. Get a grip, I told myself sternly, taken aback by the force of my reaction. Clearly, the only thing that was making the job bearable for me was Dr. Flushing’s presence in the lab, the opportunity to gaze into his black-rimmed sea-green eyes. My enthusiasm sagged to an all-time low while he was away. Instead of doing my work, I took three-hour lunches during which I pounded the downtown pavements morosely, pausing here and there for a souvlaki or a café au lait.

Finally, a couple of days before the end of my contract, I looked into my flask and found the white crystals that had been eluding me all summer long. To my relief, Dr. Flushing never pointed out the fact that I’d spent three months doing what should have taken a couple of weeks at the outside. He simply asked me to prepare a formal report of the procedures I had used, the exact quantities of chemicals, and the results I’d obtained at each step along the way. What I did instead — I still cringe at the memory of it — was write a long-winded manifesto about my quest for the elusive crystals, the obstacles in my path, the renewed motivation to carry on after Dr. Flushing’s encouragement and advice, with sentences the likes of “Once again I resolved to conjure the compound that would set further discoveries in motion” and smiley faces in the margins. I wonder if he recognized my opus as the thinly disguised love letter that it was. No doubt to save my face, he never said a word about it.

Fall came and I was once again in one of Dr. Flushing’s classes, reasonably content with the hypothetical status of our romance until the evening I spotted him walking across campus with a young woman at his side, a student by the looks of it. I told myself they just happened to bump into each other en route to their classes, but my bubble of denial lost its air when a friend of mine, who lived in a women’s residence facing Dr. Flushing’s office, told me she had seen him smooching with someone in there.

The next time I spotted the pair walking across campus (he was becoming increasingly brazen about the affair, it seemed), I took a closer look at my rival and guessed that she was, if anything, younger than I was. She even looks like me, I thought bitterly. As I followed them with my eyes, pressed tightly against each other and obviously in lust, the truth came to me: I was way out of my league. While I had been basking in a puppy love that was fit for someone five years my junior, another woman — a real woman — had moved in for the kill. This was my introduction to one of life’s most maddening ironies, the chain links of one-sided love: Yussuf sweet on me and I pining for Dr. Flushing and Dr. Flushing starry-eyed about his new squeeze and she probably in love with his house or car or something.

So there I was, stuck with a major in chemistry but no promise of a love affair with Dr. Flushing and clearly no aptitude as a chemist. I went to the head of the department and asked him what future there might be for chemistry graduates who weren’t suited for basic research.

“You might go into dyes,” he suggested.

“Dyes?”

“Yes, improving on the chemical processes for extracting or creating dyes. For example, the dyes they use for clothes or paints.”

I considered this for a moment. “It’s not exactly the sort of thing that will make a difference in the world, is it?”

He laughed. “I don’t know if I’d say that. Colourful things make a difference in our lives. They brighten it up, don’t you think?”

Well yes, but ... was there any chance of a dye chemist ever being somebody? Being a somebody? I doubted it. I didn’t tell him my dirty little secret: that fame, or at least its possibility, was what I wanted from my work. I envied those who had it — the experience of being known, remembered, an obituary in The New York Times or even The Gazette. This was not in the cards for a dye chemist.

I switched my major to biochemistry. My mother and her friends agreed it was a good choice — the “bio” part would look good if I applied to medical school.
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The following summer I decided (wisely, no doubt) to look for work that required less dexterity and concentration. I was pleased but not surprised when, within a matter of days, I landed a job working for COJO, the organizing committee for the 1976 Montreal Olympics. After all, I had a smattering of several languages, so I could give the impression (if only briefly) that I was conversant in the native tongues of some of the tourists and journalists from abroad. I was young and presentable. Oh, and did I mention I had an aunt who worked as a computer programmer for the Olympic committee and pulled some strings for me? This was the first of only two such instances in my working life — getting a job because of “someone I knew” — though I’ve certainly been accused of it on other occasions.

Although the Olympics were held in the summer of 1976, several teams and contestants participated in dry-run games in 1975. I was hired to work both summers as part of a group of young employees, mostly students on vacation, who would be in charge of relaying the competition results to the press. During our orientation, we were taken on a tour of the Olympic headquarters that culminated in a visit to an enormous refrigerated room filled almost entirely by a computer. This magnificent piece of equipment, which probably held as much information as an electronic birthday card does today, was being used by the Olympic committee to develop a state of-the art information-retrieval system that would be ready in time for the games. Until that time, though, we would have to rely on our own ingenuity to disseminate the required information to the journalists.

In retrospect, the system our group came up with seems rather quaint: as soon as we received the typed results of an event from the secretarial pool, we would make the required number of copies, then parcel them out to a flock of designated “distribution clerks,” who would run them (in the literal sense) to the various members of the press scattered among the spectators of the event. Often, there were pages and pages of results at a time, so we had to set up a tight relay system in order to copy, assemble, staple, and deliver the goods before the journalists started fuming. A good portion of the time was also spent coaxing our ailing photocopiers into proper functioning.

The work was deadly dull, but a good camaraderie developed in our group, and the wisecracks that flew back and forth among us made the hours pass quite pleasantly. The butt of many of our jokes was our supervisor, George Middlebury, a towering British man with thick spongy lips that he used primarily to imbibe alcoholic beverages, after which he would find a flat surface to doze on. When awake, he took our barbs good-naturedly, matching us insult for insult.

“Hey Middlebelly, get up off your ass and do your job,” someone would holler at him, usually one of the guys.

“Why don’t you get on with your fucking stapling, dick-head, and keep your brain in your big toe where it belongs.”

The events were often held at some distance from Montreal, so those of us who didn’t have cars would meet George downtown somewhere, pile into his hunter-green Lincoln Mark IV, and head out to the site together. By the end of the day, of course, he’d be in no shape to get behind the wheel, and somehow it fell on me to drive us all back to the city — an odd choice, considering I’d only had my driver’s licence for a couple of months. Mindful of the responsibility with which I’d been entrusted, I would speed along the highway at an average clip of 90 miles an hour (they didn’t have kilometres in those days), often hitting 100 on the straight flat stretches. But none of the passengers seemed to mind. Lulled into a false sense of security by the car’s great bulk, the aristocratic murmur of its engine, and of course, by our youth, we never thought ourselves in any danger. The only comment anyone ever made about my driving was, “Elle conduit vite, mais bien.” Sure, buddy.

It was one of the few times in my working life that I felt entirely at ease with a group of co-workers, in spite of (or perhaps because of) the fact that the group was anything but homogeneous. We were Anglos, Francos, jocks (including two semi-pro weightlifters), nerdy, naive, streetsmart, fun-loving, serious, comely, homely — and the mixture worked, possibly because we were such a motley crew that there was no possibility of any cliques forming.

The following summer I found myself in an entirely different group of people and a somewhat stiffer atmosphere. For one thing, we were told that we would have to take the work more seriously this year, Montreal’s international reputation being on the line. The work was also more solitary. The much-anticipated computer system was now up and running, with terminals scattered throughout the Olympic headquarters and practice/competition sites. Our job was to sit at a terminal, wait for a journalist to show up and ask a question, then pull up the requested information on the screen. The only time we got together as a group was during training sessions or lunch breaks.

Things brightened up a little when the Canadian Armed Forces were brought in, rather inexplicably, to help with some of the paper-pushing. As far as I could tell, their greatest skill in that area lay in shuffling and distributing playing cards. They came with tight-lipped small-town Canajan accents, the sort spoofed by Americans and even Canadian urbanites (“oot and aboot,” “teym for lunch, eh?”) and seemed oddly inscrutable to me. They traded testosterone-driven one-liners and ogled the passing women, all in a lighthearted, sitcom sort of way.

This passing woman, in one case. We kept bumping into each other in the hallways, starting conversations that went nowhere, like shouts in a sound-proofed room. As far as I was concerned, he came from another planet. The psychology of someone who would volunteer to do marching drills and defend his country über alles was so foreign to me that there wasn’t, I sensed, a hope of making a connection. So we made the only connection we could — we played Gin Rummy, his eyes travelling up and down my thorax while I contemplated my next move.

Nonetheless, I was quite pleased when he asked me out. There was something thrillingly adult about being wooed by a soldier. If only his name weren’t what it was, Reinhart Schmidt. My mother, who like most Holocaust survivors didn’t drive German cars or use German appliances, would be hurt, and with legitimate reason. But a soldier in uniform ... it seemed so juicily retro, like something out of a Forties movie. I imagined myself telling my girlfriends about the adventure, pumping up its drama, of course. (“I’ll be away on a mission for a few months, sweetheart, just hang in there and we’ll be together again.”)

In the end I declined his invitation. I patted myself on the back for my moral mettle, conveniently disregarding the fact that I wasn’t the least bit attracted to him. Now if he had looked like Omar Sharif ... In any case, shortly after I aborted our nonrelationship he and his troops retreated from the COJO battlefield, just as mysteriously as they had arrived.

That left me the rest of the summer to sort out another, far more disturbing, human-relations drama. Helena. Even now, more than two decades after the fact, I feel the tension take hold of my body as I call her up on my mental screen, her icy blue stare and grim pallor. Helena. A woman of Polish descent with a relentlessly serious disposition, an inability to think or talk about anything but the weightiest questions. She would walk up to a group of people, diary in hand, and try to start a conversation with an icebreaker like “Do any of you believe in free will?” or “I think the ability to create art is what distinguishes us from other sentient beings, don’t you?”

There was — I can appreciate it now — something remarkable about her refusal to distract herself with frivolities, about her never losing sight of the big picture. But she made people nervous, and was shunned by just about everyone in our group. I suppose we found her too naked a reminder of our own disturbing questions about life, our own darker sides.

Despite my persistent efforts to push her away, Helena seemed to have me targeted as a potential ally (“You’re not like the others, are you?”) and set out to forge a friendship with me. She would trail me like a phantom, appearing at my side when I least expected it. I’d be sitting on a park bench during my lunch break, lost in my own thoughts, and poof, there she’d be. “May I sit down with you?” She would tell me about her in-depth study of James Joyce’s later works, about her pilgrimage to Poland (“where people are much more interested in talking about what really matters”), about how she wanted to quit jobbing and devote herself full-time to writing books.

In an attempt to dissuade her from seeking my company, I tried to make myself out to be as different from her as I could. Like her, I did not have a boyfriend at the time, so I invented one for myself, and spun yarns to her about the intricacies of our romance. She didn’t eat red meat, so I packed corned beef sandwiches into my lunch bag. I told her she was too sombre, that she needed to learn how to loosen up and have fun. I even asked my supervisor to schedule us on different shifts (and felt a little guilty when he bumped her to the graveyard shift as a result of my request). But she was undeterred. “Why do you bother with all those other people, they’re such fools,” she told me once, as if to let me know that she wasn’t taken in by my attempts to deny the similarity between us.

She frightened me.

All summer long I wondered to myself, Why did she pick me to be her friend? Do I have some quality that makes me attractive to weirdos? More to the point, am I a weirdo myself, only a better faker than she is? Better able to mingle, to make small talk, but under the skin just as much of an outsider? At an age when my desire to stand out from the crowd was countered by an even stronger desire to blend in with it, these questions disturbed me mightily.

Three or four years later, sitting with my boyfriend on the floor of our one-room apartment, drunk on Vodka and orange juice, I started to talk about Helena. Before I knew it, I had looked up her number in the telephone book and dialled it. She answered right away. “There’s, uh, a lot of unfinished business in my mind from that summer,” I blurted, “and I thought we could get together to try to make some sense of it.” After a long pause, she told me she respected the sort of impulse that prompted me to call her and agreed to meet me at The Bay, where she was working part-time as a salesclerk. On the scheduled day, I got as far as the sixth floor, then stopped dead in my tracks. No, I decided. Finished or not, this business was best left undisturbed. I turned back and went down the escalator, never to see or hear from Helena again.

I sometimes wonder if the reason I didn’t turn to writing earlier in my life was because of Helena’s lingering effect on me. If she wanted to be a writer, then I would have to be something else. Just to prove to myself how different we were.
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“When you have children, you’ll understand.”

When I had children, according to my mother, the world would be revealed to me. I would understand why I had to say please and thank you, help with the dishes, go to Synagogue on Yom Kippur, and later, why I had to call her if I stayed out past midnight, why I couldn’t drive down to New York City on my own, why I couldn’t go skydiving (although I did anyway, behind her back).

“I used to be afraid of death, but that stopped when I had you.”

That was the answer my mother gave me when I asked her, at the age of ten or so, about dying. I hated the idea that a life (mine, in particular) could just stop. The promise of an afterlife in heaven wasn’t much comfort — it sounded like something the grownups had concocted to help us children sleep better, like the Tooth Fairy. So I pestered my mother with macabre questions. “What’s the point of doing my homework if I’ll be dead in a hundred years anyway?” “What’s the point of not throwing a candy wrapper on the sidewalk if the earth is going to blow up or burn up one day?”

“Don’t be silly.”

“I’m not being silly. I just don’t like the idea of dying, that’s all. Doesn’t it ever bother you that you’re going to die?”

(staring off into space) “I used to be afraid of death, but that stopped when I had you.”

“How? Why? You’re still going to die, whether or not I’m around.”

“When you have children, you’ll understand.”

“Every time a Jew has a child, it’s a victory against the Nazis.”

When I was about fourteen, a close friend of my mother’s became a grandmother for the first time. “What a wonderful feeling it must be for her,” my mother said wistfully. “When she saw her granddaughter’s little face, she told me that her first thought was, ’Hah, those pigs didn’t get us after all.’ That’s why it’s so important for us Jews to have lots of children. Every time a Jew has a child, it’s a victory against the Nazis.”

Fourteen was when my worries about my height escalated to an obsession. I would measure myself several times a day, just to make sure I hadn’t grown a millimetre taller over lunch. Before getting up in the morning I would lie in bed (without stretching, of course) with my eyes shut tight, willing my cells to stop replicating. I dragged my mother from shoestore to shoestore until we found shoes with quarter-inch heels. Behind the insanity, of course, lay the fear that I would grow so tall that no man would measure up. (Being with a shorter man did not register as a possibility; it seemed a mathematical contradiction, like the square root of minus one.) My françaises-de-France classmates didn’t help, with their compact European bodies and size-six feet. “Sainte, tu as des grands pieds,” they would tell me, looking down at my size nines. “Des vrais bateaux!”

As so often happens, the ugly duckling shed its baby feathers somewhere in its sixteenth year, and (even better news, from where I was standing) stopped growing, just shy of five-eleven. I discovered that I could actually choose, not just wait to be chosen. I became a one-date wonder: always accepting the first date, always refusing the next one. It was my way of punishing all the guys who, just a year earlier, had given me the brushoff. Having always felt myself, socially speaking, to be at the mercy of other people’s decisions, I revelled in the sense of power that came with every “no,” even if it meant forfeiting the “yes” of love.

I would dissect these men with my mother, trying to give a size and shape and smell to their inadequacies. It became almost a game.

“How was your date last night?”

“I don’t know ... His hair is, I don’t know, kinda limp.”

“Yes, it was a little on the greasy side, wasn’t it?”

“How was your date last night?”

“I don’t know ... I couldn’t get past the fact that he showed up with a front tooth missing. He said he’d just bitten into a piece of chicken at dinner and that’s when it fell out, but even so ... If it were me, I’d have cancelled the date.”

“I know what you mean. Your father wouldn’t have shown up at my door with a tooth missing. He had too much pride for that.”

“How was your date last night?”

“Boh-ring. When we were walking to the movie theatre, he started to tell me a joke, but instead of just coming out with it he stopped in his tracks and said, ’I’ve got a joke. Do you want to hear it?’”

“He sounds a little clumsy, that one.”

“And then to top it all off the joke wasn’t even funny. The funny part was what he did during the movie — trying to move his arm toward my shoulder, about an inch a minute. As if it wasn’t obvious.”

“It’s funny how some people just don’t have the knack for social interaction, isn’t it?”

After going through the jaws of my demolition mill, none of these young men stood a chance. I didn’t even let them get to the kiss ’n’ grope stage. Why bother, if it wasn’t going to be The One? The One was already burned into the mind’s eye I shared with my mother: tall, athletic, professional, appreciative of classical music (“you wouldn’t want a boor, would you?”), clean-shaven (“I could never understand women who like beards”), and fanatical about personal hygiene (“your father always smelled so good — he used to have a shower every day no matter what, and twice a day in the summer”). Someone who couldn’t possibly exist, because he had already existed.

The only blank in our joint tableau was the box marked “religion.” As far as I was concerned he could be any religion under the sun — or better still, no religion at all, a cool sceptic who rolled his eyes at the massive credulity in his midst. In my mother’s imagination he was Jewish, of course. Not only Jewish in name but in deed, someone who would do his bit to uphold the unity and continuity of the Jewish people. One of the big disappointments in my mother’s life was a daughter who didn’t show much interest in her inherited faith (“Like water off a duck’s back,” she once told me in exasperation), and she hoped against hope that such a man might straighten me out.

Journalists like Helen Epstein have made the point that no two children of Holocaust survivors absorb the experience in the same way. Nowhere was this more apparent than in my household. My brother was the “carrier,” the one who took on the historical mantle and proudly bore its weight. When my mother told us stories of living under cover in the Czechoslovakian town of Bratislava, being captured, and getting shipped to the “model” concentration camp Teresienstadt, I could sense a deep stirring in David. He asked questions, he wanted to know. He was becoming a repository for the memories, a link in what might become a multigenerational storytelling chain.

And why not me? Why did I recoil from the intensity of her outrage? All I knew was that her stories bore down on me like a leaden weight, a reproach. I hankered for what seemed like the lightness of step, of heart, in the families of my school friends. They didn’t have to bear children to score points against the Nazis, they could just have them because they thought they were cute. I felt lighter in their homes, eating their white-bread-with-the-crusts-trimmed-off sandwiches, the reassuring smell of pine-scented Glade in the air. (My brother, I later learned, used to think that his friends’ Canadian-born mothers were unfit to be taken seriously because they hadn’t been through anything of moment in their lives, as our own mother had. Go figure.)

In my father I had (sort of) an ally. Born to a Catholic mother and a Jewish father, he had been raised with “a little bit of this and a little bit of that,” and though he identified himself as a Jew, he didn’t observe any of the rituals and had had a reassuring sort of twinkle in his eye about the whole thing. It wasn’t home base for him, as it was for my mother. While he was alive my mother kept her religious ardour in check, not because he would have disapproved but because he didn’t share it, and she was so wild about him that she didn’t want to shine any spotlights on unshared things.

The changes came slowly, almost imperceptibly at first, after he died. One day I came home from school and found mezuzzot with hand-painted Hebrew lettering nailed to our bedroom doorways. Some months after that my mother looked down at the all-dressed pizza on her plate and then peeled off the pepperoni, slice by slice. And then it all seemed to rush in exponentially, the two sets of dishes, the Friday night candles, the Torah study groups, the lights turned off on Saturdays. Perhaps all this was to be expected — she had been brought up in an Orthodox family and was simply returning to her roots — but at sixteen my only thought was, Whoa, this is moving too fast. What I am I supposed to do? I like pepperoni.

Having thus staked out our respective territories, my mother and I tacitly agreed to say no more about the widening rift in our household. She would continue to hope, for as long as she could, that I would come around, and I would continue to hope, for as long as I could, that she was just going through a phase and that soon enough all would be normal (meaning pepperoni-and-cheese pizzas) in our household again.

In the meantime the telephone was ringing, with eager young suitors at the other end. We couldn’t talk about the fact that almost none of them were Jewish, so we talked about their foul breath, their bad teeth, their bad jokes.
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