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    To Paris, with love.

      

    


Dave flipped though the 1985-86 MBA calendar, pausing again at the bit about exchange programs with a fancy-sounding school in Paris. That idea totally worked. In fact in many ways, it was about the only thing about the MBA path that worked. He didn't know very much about business, and wanted to be a writer or at least something creative like that. There was a program in arts administration, though he didn't think he had the marks for it. Still, he had taken the GMAT on a whim, going in totally unstudied to get, as he thought of it, a raw sense of his aptitude. He'd done alright, maybe enough to get in, but nothing spectacular. His earlier fantasies of a bidding war for his talents were now unlikely, he realized. Still, he filled in the forms, ordered his transcripts and shipped the package off to Toronto. One other inducement had been the fact that his soon-to-be-ex-girlfriend had needled him endlessly about how he'd never leave Ottawa, and by implication, would never amount to anything. She'd wanted to move to Toronto. Dave thought it would be cool to get there first, alone.

An answer came back quite quickly. Dave was a 'maybe.' While we are quite impressed, blah, blah, blah, other candidates, blah, blah. There was an invitation to sit down with an admissions counsellor. Dave saw that as a worthwhile challenge, and called to make an appointment. He jumped on the intercity bus a few days later and found his way to the campus and then to the business school. It seemed like a cool place, and the counsellor was easy to talk to. She explained that they were looking at a competitive field, and that GMAT scores had been trending higher in terms of getting in easily. His many F grades along with his two A+ scores made his transcripts a bit distinctive. He was, in the kindest sense of the word, marginal.

Dave asked about the Paris exchange, and she brightened. “Oh, we like people who are interested in the exchanges.” Dave sharpened up and told her it was one of the things that made the school really attractive for him. Still, there were his marks and his GMAT score. Right on the edge. They stared at each other. She blinked first. “Unless you want part-time.” She explained that he could start part-time and if things worked out, could later transfer to the full-time program. There was more wiggle room for admissions to part-time, she said, and she could informally offer him that today.  Dave didn't know much about business yet, but he knew a closing cue when he heard it, and jumped. She said the paperwork would come in the mail, but that he could consider himself in. She added that she wished more people would do what he did and make a trip to see a counsellor. It always helped.

Dave floated out of the Faculty of Administrative Studies on a cloud of elation and disbelief. He wanted to run away before they changed their minds. Part-time was fine. He was in a master's program. The first of his line to get that far, even if he hadn't started yet. Still on a high, he managed to squeeze in a job interview he had set up for that afternoon, a no-hoper that he wasn't even remotely qualified for but that had sounded cool when he'd seen it in the paper. Something about market research about radio stations for a bureau. He liked radios. It was his first non-Ottawa interview. It was swift and cordial, but going nowhere. Nonetheless, he felt blooded, and ready for this new city later that fall. He was happening. The bus ride back flew past, as he watched the scenery out the window, too keyed up to do much but dream about the future. Who had gotten out of Ottawa after all? First, too. Onward and upward.

Later that fall, Dave shipped a few things to Toronto, and moved, sight unseen, into a building that had clearly been a flophouse in one of its earlier incarnations. It had been tarted over with plaster, fresh paint and some yuppified accessories like Hollywood style makeup lights in the bathroom, and a new fridge and stove. None of these changes could really hide the aura of old pain that lingered in the place. Most importantly, though, it offered discounted rent for the first year, presumably part of the building's attempt to rehabilitate itself from neighbourhood eyesore to acceptable yuppie digs. His roommate Jon had also moved from Ottawa at the same time, the two of them having met and become friends in a creative writing course at university there. Jon was continuing on in the arts, and made a big show of his sadness that Dave was going into an MBA. It would cost Dave his soul, Jon warned. Dave figured he was just jealous. Their mutual writing prof had also tried to steer Dave back toward writing, with a similar loss of soul warning. Later, thought Dave. This could get him money, power, respect, and Paris. Writing would still be there for another day.

Initiation to business school culture came in the form of the Camp Wakabanga getaway weekend. It was an optional get-acquainted session that Dave reckoned would be a great investment in getting to know people, particularly people from the Paris school who might be there on the reverse exchange that Dave hoped to go on. It was a booze-soaked and fun weekend that blended a dance hall rock and roll venue with camp-style team building events like paddle-less canoe races in which teams tried to cross a pond in a canoe with only their hands for propulsion. He danced with people to Springsteen rockers like Dancing in the Dark. It was heady, and full of first-time experiences. As his mother had noted, Dave had seemed far too middle-aged and settled with his ex-girlfriend back in Ottawa. He met Marie, from France, exactly according to plan, dancing with her and testing his French. She introduced him to Didier. He must come to France on the exchange, they said, he had to. Yes, Dave said, that was the plan.  

As a part-timer, Dave could take up to three courses the first term, so he chose the easiest sounding ones he could find. Marketing, policy and organizational behaviour. He was feeling lucky and tried to challenge for the two required economics courses since his first degree had ended up being in economics. He challenged, and won. In other words, he was getting the equivalent of a full-time load while still a part-time student, and wasn't losing ground. Around the same time, he signalled his intention to switch to full-time next semester, and also applied for the Paris exchange. They were looking for six students to go to Paris, and those would be chosen by way of demonstrated excellence. It was vague enough that Dave hoped he could at least have a chance. Excellence can come in many disguises, he reckoned.

Paris. Hemingway. Jim Morrison. Writers and writing. He hadn't come from the kind of family that went to places like Paris. His parents were cautious types, and it was only later in life they added a week in a sunspot to their usual annual repertoire of driving from Ottawa back to their hometown in the maritimes. Europe was for phonies, pretentious people, show-offs, the kind of people they distrusted. Dave suffered no such phobias, but he still didn't know quite how to get there as an ordinary person. The MBA had shown the way, and his new friends Didier and Marie were going to show him how. Didier even said his family could put Dave up in Paris. There was only the small matter of demonstrating excellence to attend to.

The courses he had taken that first term were actually really cool, and as Dave sat in the wrap-around, horseshoe style seminar rooms watching the profs work their games and deal their subject matter, he had the feeling of a special electricity coursing through himself. The feeling came with a kind of unspoken mantra that went like “I'm really here. I'm in an MBA program. First of my line. It's really happening.” And later he added, “I'm going to Paris.” The marketing course was about treating customers well, figuring out what they wanted and providing it at a fair price. Made total sense, and the prof was a good performer. This is what a good school is like, Dave figured. That's why people came to places like this. Organizational behaviour was, again, really about treating people decently and getting them motivated around goals. Policy was a little murkier, but was basically about the policy and regulatory environments businesses operate in, and how to deal with that. All good stuff, and Dave handled the assignments pretty well. He also lent a hand to the student consulting group, doing market surveys, looking to build
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