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PRELUDE


[image: image]


October 2007

He stands on the corner by the red brick church, oblivious to passersby—an old man, seemingly, thin and grizzled, with the marks of a hard life on his face and body. He is dressed in the accreted layers of poverty—multiple shirts and sweaters, topped with a stained and abraded coat. A blue knitted cap covers most of his hair, except for a protruding grey fringe. His feet are encased in work boots, cracked and sole-split. They shift restlessly on the pavement as he executes a perpetual, jittery dance in time to whatever incoherent tune he plays on the harmonica nearly hidden in his hands.

Three weeks after the autumnal equinox, a crystalline blue sky arches over the city, the product of a zone of high pressure that has persisted over the western edge of North America beyond the season commonly known as summer. Wafted on a fresh breeze, gulls sail and call above the streets. The water of the little harbour mirrors the sky’s endless blue.

Ilona Miller waits for the traffic signal to change so she can make a quick visit to the bank before she’s due back in her cubicle. Her thoughts dart like hyperactive hamsters between the spreadsheet awaiting her and the bills she needs to pay.

She hovers on the edge of the curb, ready to step out. The man is still there. Or he’s there again, because surely she’s seen him before. He seems to have staked out this corner as his personal territory, but he isn’t asking for handouts. There’s no hat or other receptacle awaiting donations, no gaping guitar case or felt-marker-on-cardboard sign saying “Homeless Please Help.” There’s only the man himself, big hands working the harmonica, big feet shuffling in a private dance.

No one else seems to see him, but Ilona has observed that most people bop along in a state of happy oblivion. The lunchtime crowds surge and part effortlessly around them—him and Ilona, who has paused without knowing why. She watches him intently from a distance of ten feet. Two things about him strike her as peculiar. One—she cannot hear the tune he plays so deliberately on his instrument. It occurs to her that it might be broken, or not a harmonica at all, merely a salvaged piece of junk the right size and shape. Two—there’s something familiar about him.

A deep-toned bell tolls, rousing Ilona from her thoughts. She’s missed the “walk” light and has to wait through another cycle. Now she’ll be late getting back to the office, not a good move with everyone under pressure to finish the report. Especially not good when you’re the junior member of the staff, a newbie, in the eyes of some an intruder.

Banking done, Ilona hurries back to the office, calculating a quick estimate of expenses for the coming week. What’s left in her chequing account should be just enough until next payday, if she’s careful and nothing unexpected comes up.

“Katherine was looking for you,” says Trish, the eagle-eyed receptionist, not bothering to lower her voice. “I told her you were due back by one, but hey, what’s twelve minutes?” She shrugs and smirks as Ilona hurries to her cubicle. A note from the section coordinator rests on her keyboard. I need those figures by 4 p.m. today. Please! Ilona mouses her sleeping screen into wakefulness and turns on the printer. “Don’t you start bleeping at me,” she mutters to it, “or I’ll give you something to bleep about.”

Outside, two crows confer in one of the locust trees that line the street, already showing golden leaves amid the green. Behind them is the pure, depthless blue of the sky, but Ilona ignores it all, busy wrangling numbers, gathering and assembling them, earning her keep.

Three and a half hours later, the office empties with exhortations of “Have a nice weekend!” and “See you Monday!” Ilona turns her back on downtown and harbour and begins her homeward trudge up the hill. She reminds herself how lucky she is to have this job—civilized hours and a half-decent salary. So it isn’t perfect—what is? At least she’s supporting herself, making a fresh start after the muffled years. And she does like the actual work—tabulating figures, putting them into coherent displays, making them useful.

But what if it happens again? Never mind that. Just remember—first one foot, and then the other. Right, left, right, left, nothing to it.

Nothing, until—clunk—you trip and fall on your face.

The job ensures a place to live, a home. It’s just a basement suite, but as long as she can pay the rent, it’s hers. She turns into her street and pauses in front of her door. The marigolds and verbenas she planted in May glow a greeting as she rummages in her bag for the key. There’s another bill in the mailbox, but at least it won’t be due until after payday. It could be worse, she thinks, remembering the man by the church.

She stops in the act of putting the key in the lock. He did look familiar, didn’t he?

Something about that man with the harmonica—the way he moved, the tilt of his head and the slope of his shoulders—trickles out of the depths of her mind and links up with long-dormant memories. An hour later, when she is cooking supper, a name swims into her consciousness from the shadowed past. She and Davy Dawson were the only ones from their high school’s graduating class to go to university.

Davy Dawson. Ilona hasn’t thought of him in years, or of university, but she lets the memories come while she eats supper, does the dishes and watches the evening news. It’s fall—time to leave home for college dorms and rented apartments, for long hallways, lecture theatres, crowded cafeterias, and campuses entering the dishevelment, dampness, and disorder of autumn on its way to winter.

Fall on campus is magical and fleeting, maybe because you’re always so conscious of time passing. High school years seem endless, but in university it’s no time at all from the start of the year to midterms, even less to Christmas exams. Every week there are assignments due; every day you’re putting something off or frantically trying to get something done.

And outside, the whole world is changing. The summer says a lingering goodbye as the light drains away earlier each day. Campus walkways are carpeted in golden leaves that make the air around them glow. Any day the rains will start, weeks of grey skies, water dripping everywhere, windows steaming up and broken umbrellas abandoned in garbage cans.

By the end of October, wind pulls the remaining leaves from the trees, revealing their structure in a new austerity. The gaudy colours fade to brown and ochre. Contingents of yellow-clad grounds staff rake up the leaves, revealing the dark earth and wet pavements. They herd the flying leaves with roaring leaf-blowers, suck them into trucks with giant vacuum hoses and haul them away.

As the year turns toward solstice, rain and clouds occasionally give way to clear days and frosty nights. On such afternoons, walking from residence to the library, you see the bare trees silhouetted against a sky of cold orange, remote and brilliant. You shiver with awe at the beauty, yet are glad and relieved to reach the shelter of the fluorescent-lit building with its fixed boundaries and bustle of human activity.

Then there’s the slide toward Christmas exams and the sudden release of two weeks off. When you come back, it’s a new year and a whole new world.

Yes, Ilona, but what happened then?
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You didn’t know me when I came,

You didn’t know me when I left.

November 2007

That was the last good day, Ilona thinks. Last month when I went to the bank and saw that homeless guy who reminded me of Davy. Everything changed after that. If I’d given him money, would that have taken off the curse?

After that day, things got jittery. Everyone in the office knew something was up. Supervisors were called to sudden meetings and came back looking grim. Everyone did their work, but there was a feeling of pointlessness about it. Some people knew things but weren’t talking. Others talked but knew nothing, were just speculating and trading rumours. No one talked to Ilona, except to say “Good morning” and “See you tomorrow.”

Then comes the day when everyone knows. The department is being downsized and jobs are being cut. The announcement comes by e-mail on Halloween—definitely a trick, not a treat.

The next morning, Ilona pulls up her current spreadsheet, ignoring the buzz of talk on the other side of the divider. She has work to do and wants to do it, even if the others don’t. Let them gossip. If she had a choice about which of them would be laid off, it would be Trish—she of the braying voice and wealth of random opinions.

Ilona looks up to see Katherine, the section coordinator, standing by her desk. “Excuse me, Ilona. Would you please come into my office?”

There’s something about the tone of her voice, something about the respectful way she escorts Ilona toward her glass-partitioned office, that makes Ilona’s stomach feel heavy and sick, even before she sees the balding pate of the department head behind the glass.

Ilona’s co-workers call him “Mr. Talbot,” even when they’re gossiping about him, commenting snidely on his choice of ties or the way his comb-over comes unstuck by mid-morning. Katherine is the only one who calls him “Larry” on his occasional visits to the office.

Ilona sits. Katherine gives her a weak, sympathetic smile and leaves, closing the door.

“Ah, Ms.—” Talbot looks at a piece of paper on the desk. “Ms. Miller. I’m afraid I have to tell you that your position has been eliminated. I want to make it perfectly clear that this wasn’t my decision. I was given very strong direction from my superiors.” He raises his eyes toward the ceiling as though appealing to a higher power.

Ilona clears her throat. “So I’m being fired?”

Talbot blinks and produces a smile. “Oh no, you’re not being fired. One position had to be cut from this department, fortunately only one. Other departments weren’t so lucky. We made the selection based on seniority, you understand, and you were the most recent hire. This is in no way a reflection on your performance, Ms. Miller. You’ll be given a good reference, don’t worry. Unfortunately, the policy in this case is immediate termination.” His eyes flick ceilingward again. “You will be paid for the full day today as well as the severance package. Three months’ salary, and of course you’ll have access to advice on finding new employment and moving forward.”

He asks if she has questions, and when she doesn’t, he tells her the whole thing over again, not forgetting the bit about “moving forward.”

Talbot stands and holds out a hand. Ilona stands too, but her legs feel as though they don’t belong to her any more, and she’s afraid she might fall over. Talbot’s hand is soft and spongy, like part of one of those inflatable Santas people put in their yards at Christmas.

“Thanks for working with us and good luck.” Talbot utters, and hustles off.

Katherine reappears, carrying a cloth bag emblazoned with the logo of the public broadcaster. Nice bag! Ilona thinks. She always listens to the early morning radio program while getting ready for work.

“I thought you could use this for your personal things,” Katherine says. “I don’t know if Larry mentioned it, but your final cheque will be mailed to you. I’m really sorry about this.” But she doesn’t look Ilona in the eye, just hands her the bag and turns away.

Less than an hour later, Ilona is half way up the hill to home (carrying the bag, which contains her coffee cup, a sweater, a calendar, some photographs, a hairbrush, and an extra pair of shoes), when the reason for the “immediate termination” policy hits her. They don’t want to have doomed people in the office any longer than absolutely necessary. It’s like the meat business—everyone likes the sizzling steak, but no one wants to see the animal being killed. That part is best done out of sight.

They were all there to say goodbye and wish her luck, with the right expressions on their faces. But I’ll bet they’re feeling relieved right now. And I’m unemployed. Jobless. Laid off. Downsized.

The words echo through her head in time with her footfalls on the pavement until they lose their meanings. A few minutes later, she looks up and realizes she doesn’t know where she is or what she is doing. She’s supposed to be at work, isn’t she? She’d better get back; it’s so late!

No—not any more. It doesn’t matter any more. It’s all over. You blew it. Again.

Cars go by like they always do. A bus wheezes to a halt and people get off. A woman loaded down with grocery bags nearly bumps into Ilona. When she sidesteps to avoid her, a man hurrying from behind steps on her foot.

Ilona freezes. Oh shit! What am I doing here? Home—I need to get home!

Home, where the heart is, right? Well, Heart, you’re going to have to move soon. Better get used to being out on the street.

Home. Up the hill. One foot forward and then the other, step, step, step. That’s right, keep going. Past the shops, past the banks. Up the hill. One, two, one, two, like you do every day. Except now everything’s wrong. The light’s too bright. The day’s been zapped. I’ve been chopped, I’ve been cut, I’ve been axed, I’ve been sacked. Won’t be back.

A group of girls giggles by, pony tails and purses swinging. A woman with a cane, a man muttering into a cell phone, frowning.

Everyone has somewhere to go, things to do. Not me. I’m out, don’t count, got the boot, didn’t suit...

Three years she worked there. She thought she was doing well. But when they had to pick someone to cut, it was her. Why?

Because it shows, that’s why. No matter how hard you try to hide it, no matter how much time goes by, no matter where you go, it still shows. People always know.

“No reflection on your performance.” What a crock.

Here is the familiar street. Here is the house where she lives (but for how much longer?). Today the flowers look ratty, with their tired leaves and slug-nibbled blooms. Even the sky is dull and flat. There’s a crumpled tissue on her doorstep, probably dropped by whoever stuffed the wodge of flyers into the mailbox.

Didn’t last long, did it, your try at a new life? That’s because there’s no such thing as a new life. It’s just the same old life and you’re the same old failure. They didn’t have to look very hard to find someone to get rid of, did they? You were right there, the obvious choice.

I’ll do some work in the garden tomorrow. That might help. Maybe I’ll plant some pansies for winter, tulips for spring...

Who’re you trying to kid? You won’t be here in spring! You won’t be able to pay the rent after February or so.

But I can find another job. I managed to get this one, didn’t I?

Barely. You got it only because you glossed over the previous seventeen years and called seasonal farm labour “resource management.” And okay, there were those computer courses you took. But who do you think will hire you now? No one wants a middle-aged failure whose only skills are typing and data entry. Everyone’s downsizing, haven’t you heard? I can’t see you in retail, somehow. “How may I help you, Ma’am?” “Have a nice day, Sir.” Not likely; we’re not dealing with a well-rounded, marketable individual, are we?

Ilona dumps the bag on the couch and shuffles through the flyers. “Well, I have to do something! Don’t I?” Do something. Have to. Or else. But what? Stuff on sale. Selling. I have to sell myself. Promote my assets.

Your assets. Ass sets. No, it sits. Sit on your asset. Haha!

Okay, there’s no hope. All gone. It’s over. Over. There’s nothing. No thing. Oh, what a cute jacket, and it’s on sale. I should get one for winter.

And why, pray tell, do you need a new jacket? To impress the crows when you feed them in the park?

Feed crows? Why would I do that?

That’s what crazy old women do.

––––––––
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1987

My parents wanted me to go to university. My father thought it was a great thing to have a kid in college. It meant he had brought me up right and achieved more than, say, Joe Thorsen, who owned the farm down the road from ours. His two daughters both stayed around home and got married to local guys, and his son went to Alberta to work in the oil patch. But Carl Miller’s daughter, she went to the university to get a degree. It didn’t matter what kind—a degree was a degree, as far as Dad was concerned.

My mother decided it would be a B.Ed. “Four years and you come out with something that will get you a good job,” she said. “Those English and history B.A.’s are just a waste of time. Look at that girl working in the drugstore—the one who thinks she’s so great because of her degree in English. But the only thing she can do with it is work for Larry McKee, selling sunglasses and makeup.”

It didn’t do any good for me to remind her that the girl was working in Mr. McKee’s drugstore only until she saved up for a trip to Europe, or maybe grad school. I’d overheard her talking about both of these possibilities with her friends when I’d been hanging around in the drugstore reading magazines.

And it certainly didn’t do any good when I said I didn’t think I’d be very good as a teacher, and maybe I’d like to be a writer.

“What do you mean, a writer? Someone who writes for newspapers and magazines? Or movie scripts, maybe?”

“No, Mom. A writer writer. You know, novels and stories. Like Margaret Atwood.”

“Oh, Ilona! That kind of writer—what an idea!” Mom said. “You have to be practical. Qualify as a teacher and you won’t regret it, no matter what else happens. Then you can write as a hobby, if you still want to. At least you won’t end up like me—a part-time accountant and glorified janitor.” And she gave me that look, smiling but worried, that she got when she was wondering how I would turn out, like a cake that wasn’t rising properly in the oven.

“Uncle Jim isn’t a janitor. ‘Building maintenance specialist,’ that’s what he calls himself.” What was Mom’s problem? She did all kinds of jobs—accountant for the local farmers’ co-op, cashier in the co-op store, and of course helping Dad on our farm. The odd times she filled in at my uncle’s building maintenance company didn’t make her a janitor.

My first couple of years in the College of Education, I reasoned that I could always switch to Arts if I couldn’t stand it. But I knew how hard my parents worked to pay the bills, so they got to call the shots, which Mom certainly did. By fourth year, I was just about through the teacher factory. My courses had titles like Educational Outcome Management, Concept Development, and Program Synthesis. The big buzz at the beginning of fourth year was practicum placements and the eventual job hunt.

My fellow students were mostly clean-cut, idealistic young women and a sprinkling of men. There were the drearily practical ones with detailed Life Plans: work for 4.5 years, get married, work for a further 3.5 years and have babies—2.5, probably. Once the kids are in school, back to work. Their entire lives were mapped out, unrolling before them like a hallway runner—jobs, babies, houses in the ’burbs, mini-vans, PAC meetings, soccer coaching. Eventually, the retirement condo or townhouse near a golf course, cruises to Alaska or the Caribbean, the short illness, death and cremation. Nice and neat.

I wanted something different. I didn’t hate my courses. A few of them were actually interesting. I was friends (or at least friendly) with some of my classmates. But when I was honest with myself, I had to admit I wasn’t looking forward to teaching. I wasn’t enthused by the prospect of nurturing young minds. I guess I’d been waiting all along for something to happen before it came to that.

In three years of university I hadn’t really experienced what I had always thought of as “college life”—radical, intellectual coffee-house culture, all-night debates about life and politics, wallowing in the throes of artistic or literary creation with a group of like-minded bohemians. The closest we got to that in Ed. was arguments about whether the special needs child did better in an integrated or separate situation, or whether educational video games did more harm than good. I suppose I hoped that proximity to the campus intelligentsia would draw me away from my mother’s program for me, but so far it hadn’t happened, and it was almost too late.

In fourth year, it turned out that I had space for three free elective credits. Here was my last chance to experience something outside of Education. I paged through the course catalogue, scanning the descriptions. I knew it when I saw it: Arts 375—A Survey of German Romanticism. It sounded artsy, intriguing and not too difficult. “Knowledge of German not required.” That was good. My Dad’s grandfather had changed his name from Mueller to Miller because of World War I. He forbade his kids to speak German and always said the family was one hundred per cent Canadian.

The classes were on Wednesdays and Fridays, 2:30 to 4:30. Perfect. On Fridays, there might be a chance of something extracurricular.

The instructor was a woman named Mona Lang. She was young to be a prof, and in fact it turned out she was a grad student, working on a PhD. in German Literature. She was clearly an intellectual, artsy type. I could tell from her asymmetrical haircut, her elaborately smocked dress in peacock blue silk, and the Gitanes cigarettes she smoked outside the building during the break. A few students joined her, puffing on their own smokes and talking about trips they had taken, plays they had seen, books they had read—or were going to, some day. I was intimidated, but hung around the fringe of the group, hoping for osmosis.

There were fifteen people in the class. They didn’t look like Ed. students, but the gender breakdown wasn’t much better—ten women, five men. Most of them were a bit older than me; a couple were quite old, forty or fifty. I wondered if they were career students or rich stay-at-home wives trying to alleviate boredom by taking university courses. Sophistication hung over the group like a subtle perfume, emanating from their clothes, their accents and the things they talked about.

Everyone except me wore nuanced colours—ochre and puce and celadon. Shoes and boots had oddly-shaped heels and buckles in unexpected places. Two of the men sported earrings, and the women wore jewelry that looked as if it had been dug up from burial mounds in Central Asia or hand-forged by loincloth-wearing men in remote mountain villages. Leather pants, suede vests and wrap skirts with fringe were not uncommon, as were vintage velvet jackets and hats from parts unknown.

And there I was, in my wrinkle-resistant chinos and pink sweater. Judging solely by appearances, I was in the wrong place. I took a seat at the back of the room and tried to remain inconspicuous 

In that first class, Mona Lang gave us an outline of the course and a long list of suggested readings. There was no set textbook; instead, we were encouraged to start with the reading list and explore the resources of the university library. “Once you become aware of Romanticism, you find it in all sorts of unexpected places,” Lang told us. “It has manifested in nearly all the arts, but also in more mundane places, like advertising. And it didn’t stop in nineteenth-century Europe; even today, there are Romantics among us.”

People looked at each other. A few laughed.

“It’s true!” Lang said, laughing herself. “All of you probably know someone who never thinks twice before indulging their impulses, even the wildest ones. Romantics don’t plan and consider possible outcomes before turning thoughts or feelings into actions. Maybe some of you are Romantics yourselves. Maybe that’s why you decided to take this course.”

She stood there, smiling at us, daring us to laugh again.

The course outline was about what you would expect: What is Romanticism? Why Germany? Romanticism in Literature, in Art, in Music. Romanticism in Politics and Society. The Romantic Tradition. The classes would consist of lectures, followed by discussion. There would be no exams (a murmur of appreciation here), only two short papers the first term and one major project in the second. People would be expected to present that one to the class. The paper and presentation would be worth 70 per cent of the mark.

Leaving the classroom, I found myself following two of the women from the class across a wide lawn between the Arts Building and the main road. The blond was tall and willowy, her hair gathered into a loose knot skewered with something that looked like a jeweled chopstick. The other was petite and dark-haired, with serious-looking horn-rimmed glasses. I nearly decided to catch up to them and introduce myself, but they began singing something that sounded like it came from a Gilbert and Sullivan operetta. Their voices rose and mingled in the cooling air of late afternoon. Intimidated, I hung back and listened until they were out of sight.
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Why should they care about my grief?

2007

Invisible waves of air interact with the tides ruled by magnetism and the enormous journey of the earth through space to produce the weather for each place and each day. These forces operate without reference to humanity, and humanity is largely oblivious to them.

In November, the temperature of both air and water falls. The jet stream repositions itself, slipping southward so it is aimed directly at the northwest coast of North America. The giant ripples of air that move over the Pacific Ocean deepen into eddies of low pressure. Caught in the easterly flow, they move onto the land, watering the untended forests, filling the beds of rivers for the death-journey of the salmon, perturbing the human inhabitants with wind and rain.

On Monday, Ilona takes Larry Talbot’s advice and phones the Human Resources Department. A chirpy-voiced woman sets up an appointment with an advisor for the following day.

The advisor, whose name is Nicole Burke, is young, plump and earnest. She quickly assumes an appropriately sympathetic expression when Ilona describes her situation.

“Oh, I know—it’s so hard for all of us! Our client base has tripled since the cutbacks began. We’ve had to bring in extra staff, even.” She breaks off, realizing that this may not be the best news for someone just laid off.

“I can help you develop some skills to manage this transition,” she says, returning to the script.

Once launched, she goes on at some length about how to turn challenging situations into opportunities.

“...so you need to list your strengths and present them to potential employers in a way that matches their needs...”

There are diplomas on the wall behind Nicole’s desk—a B.A. degree from the same university Ilona attended, and below it a Certificate of Public Administration. Apparently these testimonials are sufficient qualification for her to tell Ilona how to manage her life.

The appointment is from 10 a.m. to 10:30. Thirty minutes to learn how to pick up the shards and glue them together. Presto—a new life! Another one.

“You know,” Ilona says, interrupting, “I did all that stuff. Three years ago, when I moved here and got my job, the one that just disappeared. I listed my strengths and put a resume together. I did that. And so what? When it came to the crunch, they thought it was perfectly fine to show me the door. And now you tell me it’s an opportunity to grow. I’m having trouble with that.”

Nicole’s cheeks are several shades pinker than when the session began. Oh, oh, you’ve made her mad, Ilona thinks. You’re making a great start on the self-reinvention process!

“I’m sorry you feel that way,” the advisor says. “Anger is one of the stages of processing a challenging situation, but you don’t want to get stuck in that place. It stops you from moving forward.”

“But I didn’t want to move forward,” Ilona says. “I liked it just fine where I was.” That’s right—stick out your tongue, cross your eyes, be a bad girl.

It’s clear to her that Nicole is out of her depth. Her face is even redder, and her eyes dart from computer screen to window to her own fingers; she looks anywhere but at Ilona, who sits and gazes at her. (Ilona has done this before, but now she is doing it differently.)

Nicole clears her throat. “Ah, Ms. Miller,” she says. “I’m not sure I can help you with your present attitude. Before we can talk about the things you can do to change your situation, you have to embrace the idea of change.”

“Well, change has embraced me, hasn’t it? I don’t think it really matters whether I return the favour.”

“Oh, but it does!” Nicole turns, if possible, a shade pinker. “It makes an enormous difference. Resisting change uses up valuable energy that would be better put to making positive moves—”

“If life hands you a lemon, make lemonade,” says Ilona. “I’ve heard that one before.”

“Exactly!” Nicole smiles and looks relieved, but Ilona can see that she isn’t sure where the conversation is going, or who is in charge.

“Ms. Burke,” she says, standing up, “as you can see, I’m a few years older than you. I’ve experienced things you can only imagine. Perhaps you’ve read about them in books. I don’t think there’s any advice you can give me that I haven’t been exposed to already. So I’ll just thank you for your time, and, as they say, move forward.”

Ilona doesn’t look back as she leaves Nicole’s office, but she makes a bet with herself that if she did, there would be sweet relief on the plump face. The crazy lady’s finally gone. Thank God!

Outside, the sun is veiled in high clouds and the wind has picked up, heralding rain. The ornamental cherries planted for their masses of pink flowers in spring are now in full autumn colour—rose-suffused golds and oranges more gaudy and complex than the innocent springtime bunting. The fallen leaves that have accumulated under each tree lift and stir in the breeze.

Ilona walks up the hill to her home in a whirl of leaves. It’s just as well that the rain is holding off, because it’s too windy for an umbrella. Behind her is the building that houses the H.R. Department. Sane and safe behind the swaying trees, poor Nicole is probably taking a break, telling a co-worker about “this really weird lady I had to deal with. I thought she was about to pitch a fit right there in my office. I can see why they picked her to get rid of, but you have to wonder how she got hired in the first place.”

C’est la vie, kiddo.

Emerging from under the trees, a shambling figure moves slowly, a knapsack on his back, a bulging plastic garbage bag in one hand. Somewhere on his person is a harmonica. His blue knitted hat bobs with each step. Up the hill, up the hill, up the hill he goes, just like Ilona. She’s going home, but where is he going? Somewhere, everywhere, nowhere.

––––––––
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1987

For the first few weeks, I maintained my low profile in the German Romanticism class and observed my fellow students from the back of the room. As usual, a definite group of stars emerged—Joyce and Helen, a pair of eternal students who seemed to be working their way through the Arts curriculum. Gudrun, nicknamed Goody, the willowy blond I had noticed the first day, who never let us forget that she had read Goethe in the original. Harold Neville, a master of sarcasm who provoked arguments for the sheer joy of it. Maria, an older lady who didn’t say much, but when she did, displayed a profound knowledge we all respected. I couldn’t figure out if she was showing off or not. Libby, Goody’s sidekick, was a self-proclaimed feminist intellectual and critic. And Mike. Mike wasn’t one of the in group; in fact, I noticed him because he was definitely an out, a geology major who needed three Arts credits and didn’t give a damn about German Romanticism. He didn’t last long.

It took more than one class to answer the question “What is Romanticism?” For a while it seemed we were studying German history, beginning with the Holy Roman Empire, which morphed over the centuries into something that was “neither Roman nor holy,” ruled by the Hapsburgs. This lasted until the First World War put an end to old-fashioned empires.

Through Mona Lang’s lectures, and the books I tracked down in the Main Library (so much bigger and more complicated than the one at the College of Education), I learned of the statesman Count Metternich, with his spies and secret police, the extravagance of the Congress of Vienna, and the resulting combination of frivolity and repression. Some features of Romanticism sounded curiously familiar—the rise of the middle class, with its bourgeois values, but which meant more people were literate. An emphasis on the individual rather than society, on emotion rather than reason, conventional religion rejected in favour of nature worship or mysticism. All this led to a whole generation of lyric poets writing in German, with recurring themes of lonely wanderers, shepherds and shepherdesses, wild nature and the enchanted world.

Far from being bored, I found it all new and interesting. The good study habits I had cultivated for three years served me well and I soaked up the facts eagerly. I didn’t put myself forward in class discussions, however; all those artsy people were too intimidating. Without a body of relevant reading to draw upon, I couldn’t drop names and quotations to embellish my opinions. On the other hand, I did hit a few vintage clothing stores and equipped myself with some long skirts (velvet and tweed), lace-trimmed shirts and satin vests. Patterned stockings and shoes with floppy bows complemented them quite well; I thought I looked quite the Romantic, in fact.

About this time, I bumped into Davy Dawson on the way back to my residence room one Friday afternoon. (The invitations to post-class socialization sessions had not, as yet, materialized). Davy was in the College of Engineering, so our paths hardly ever crossed, and when they did, it was usually a hello-goodbye thing. This time, for some reason, we ended up going for coffee in the Student Union Building.

There we sat, opposite one another, next to a pillar in the cavernous SUB cafeteria, coffee cups steaming between us. I thought Davy looked older, as in more mature. He had lost a bit of weight, and his round face had more definition. His curly hair was a little longer, but I was pretty sure it wasn’t a fashion statement. He wore the familiar glasses, though, and pushed them up his nose when they slipped, just as I remembered from high school.

“So, you been back to the Valley?” I asked. That was how most of our conversations started.

“No. Too busy. Christmas. You?” Davy was a man of few words.

“Yes, I went back for Thanksgiving.” I shrugged, reluctant to provide details.

“How was it?”

“The usual.” Mom talking too much, Dad not enough. Same old stuff. “How’re your classes going?”

“All right. What about you?”

“Great. I’m taking something different this year, an elective. German Romanticism.”

“Is it romantic?”

I guessed this was a Davy joke, and did a small laugh. “Not really. We sit around and read old German poems, in translation. Then we talk about the social forces that led to them being written. We’re going to start on music next week.”

“Okaay. I guess someone has to do that stuff.” He was looking at me as though I had sprouted a third eye. “You really like that?”

“It’s different from Ed. So how did your midterms go?” I figured that would divert him, and I was right.
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How have I not noticed

That I have been weeping?

2007

Ilona sits at her computer, trying to work up some enthusiasm for writing a resume and beginning her job search. The pattern is by now too familiar. Begin work on resume. Decide it’s too hard to write an all-purpose one; better to tailor it to a specific job. Look at job postings on the Internet, until the relentless sidebar ads, with their bouncing, flashing colours and images of happy, successful people sporting big, white smiles begin to wear on her. So does the language of the job hunt—creative, enthusiastic, passionate, change agent, progressive, leadership material, proactive, and—always and especially—dynamic. Whatever that means.

She doesn’t feel any of the desirable qualities in herself, can’t even fake them on paper. The wastebasket is full of rejects. “I believe I will bring to your business a degree of excellence and enthusiasm which will be an asset and bring about positive change.” Or, “I am enthusiastic about working in an environment of constant change. I believe I can display the requisite degree of nimbleness and proactive leadership you are seeking.”

Shit.

She gets up and goes to the kitchen to make tea. Since she lost her job, her kitchen—her whole apartment, in fact—has never been cleaner. She spent three days in a furious cleaning spree, attacking grime and dust bunnies as though they were to blame for everything. Then a reaction set in and she barely
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