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The great Canadian goulash

Recently | was re-reading portions of on¢ of
my favourite books, The Great American
Novel by noted Amenican novelist, Phllip
Roth.

It 1s a book of absolute gemus, at once his-
torical, hystencal, inventive and academic,
with tums both senous angd comic. It re-in-
vents reality.

A novel itself, it tells the siwory of people
scarching for, and arguing about the defimtve
pieccc of American litcrature. Eventually the
narrator decides 10 wnite the work, the Great
American Novel, himself.

So while the discussion on the basic defining
clement of American literary culture might be
purely academic, 1t 1s sull a fascinating thing
to think about.

As Canadians we can posc the same ques-
ton. What is the Great Canadian Novel? |
would argue that it is in large part Roth's
book. The novel revolves around cultural in-
trospection which is a cunously Canadian
{rait. The fact that Roth is an Amenican is per-
haps the greatest wrony.

Roth’s novel traces the story of a ficuonal
third major bascball lcague, the attempts of or-
ganized bascball 1o cover-up the sordid deal-

' ings of the league, which operaled pnor 10

%

World War II, and of a communist plot o
bring down the Amencan nstituton of
baseball by introducing scandal w0 this, the
wecakest of the major leagues.

Of course, as a truly Canadian novel one
would have to substitute hockey for baseball,
a third major lcague for a French-only profes-
sional leaguc and mingle in a massive cultural
introspection as part of the story rather than
the underlying cause of the novel. However, 15
it necessary o be a book about Canada, and be
writien by a Canadian 10 be The Greal
Canadian Novel?

Perhaps Roth’'s book would be most aptly
termed The Great North Amencan Novel, due
1o the subject matier of the book within the
book. We could’ve hit on something like this
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oursclves but that wouldn’'t be nght. As
Canadians we prefer others 1o comment on us,
feeling that only outsiders can have a clear
picture of the way we arc. Under this defini-
tion no Canadian could possibly wnie the
Great Canadian Novel.

So I'm not even going 1o try. (A huge sigh of
relief.) But | might, if | capture the mood cor-
rectly, ry o wnic The Great Hunganan
Novel, because, as a Canadian and as an out-
sider, [ have a particularly good platform from
which 10 comment on all things Hunganan, |
also have the conviction that this 1s nght and
proper.

“Pass the goulash.”

“We don’t have any goulash and we don't
have any borscht. Beats me why we don'l
have it anymore.”

“It’s Stalin. He's been dead for 40 years.
That's why we don’t have borschi.”™

“But what about goulash? "’

This is a section of my work in progress,
Waiting For Duck Soup aboul scveral genera-
tions of Hungarian gypsies, related w0 Samuel
Beckett, who live and die during the swirling
political maelstrom of 20th century Europe, a
time of romance, a ume of danger, a ume of
one-liners.

It is perhaps the perfect cxpression of all
things not Canadian, as seen by a lonely band
of Hungarians, which, except for the obvious
and intentionally unintepded Canadian point-
of -view, impossible 10 run out of the blood of
the author, makes it a definiuve picce of
Canadian expression. -
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Teens don’t turn bad overnight

There is a senous problem in our high
schools. A growing number of kids are defiant
and abusive w adults and authority figures;
they lie, cheat and steal as casily and automat-
ically as brecathing; and somce are getting in-
volved in gangs or cults.

And it's going to get worse. Demographics
suggest more and more of the baby boomer
children will be huung the high schools over
the next 5-10 years.

Being a school psychologist, parents and
tecachers want me o fix them, as if | have
some magic potion to apply, They want me 0
find out why he feels such rage, why he needs
to feel superior, why he's 0 mean and taken
with violent, gory fantasics, as if under-
standing him (or caring) will make him a dil-
ferent person. It rarely will

The fact is, this kind of behaviour doesn'
start overnight, it builds over many years. The
notion that psychologists or anyone clse can in
a couple of hours per weck compete with
years of leaming from, a peer group of skin-
hcads he sees six hours a day, an unhappy
family situation that has long ago lost conurol,
1S unrcalistic.

Sometimes we  have some success. IU's

usually when the child is crying out for help

— wants 10 have (new) fnends or 1o stop the
fights with his parents. But we can’t be fooled

Newest family member gets an agreeable name

What's in a name? It prompted a great deal
of discussion the other night at the cottage
when we had 10 unanimously agree on a name
for the new member of our family.

After the disappearance of Panky the cat in
June, hubby took it into his head that having
only one cat, Purr-Puss, wasn’t , Soon
the first day of his three-weck vaca-
tion, he dropped by the Humane Society and
came home with a short-haired, beige male

At firsy, the terrified furry ball could barely
comprehend the huge human monsters that de-
scended on him with hands outstreiched. He
adapied quickly enough, thoufh, to the new,

“How did you choose this one?” | asked
hubby. .

“He reached out his paw and grabbed me,”
he replied. | had visions of all the other
animals caged and alone — waiting for some
miraculous rescuc.

It was hubby's idea that we should all agree
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pectations from his family that rarely agrees
" on anything.

You'd think we were considering naming the
heir 10 the throne. | was concerned that a name
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we thought appiopriate for a kitien might end
wp being wotally unsuitable for a grown-up cal.
Some of the meanest cats 1've ever met had
cutesy names like Fluffy and Boots.

old. We nixed that one quickly. We had retired
that name in memory of our previous pet.
Some of our carlier cats bore cat names, you
know, Chatic (French for female cat) and P.C.
(Pussycat). | tried Gatto (Italian) for size but

the others opposed it. Felix and Cat weren't
100 popular either. '

Then | came up with what | thought was the
best idea of all. We would name him D.S.H.
Wouldn't that confuse the vet's records if we
had a cat called D.S.H. Caldwell who also
happened to be a D.S.H. (domesuc short-
haired) cat?

Then we began to get very silly.

“Why don’t we call him Pig?" asked hubby.

“Why not Car?” | countcred. “Boy,
wouldn't that confuse the neighbours if we
stood out in our front yard and called, “Here,
Car, Car, Car.” They would think we had gone
stark raving bonkers expecting our vehicle 10
come rushing up o us.”

Oh yes, Shoe came up in the conversation
100. And so did Dog and Mcow. The tecnager
thought Ivan or Igor might fit but the two
younger kids had difficulty remembering how
10 pronounce them for some reason.

Finally, after all our agonizing, we agreed on

- Maximilian — Max for short. Our ncwly

named kitien didn't feel a thing as we looked
over at him curled up asleep in the armchair,
wrapped in his security blanket. Whether Max
lives up 10 that name or not, we'll just have 10
wail 0 see,
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by these few successes. It's the exception
rather than the rule. Most of these children
don’t want help, and don’t think they need any
— they're not motivaied w0 change and
they're not receptive 10 our suggestions. Talk-
ing with them for a few hours each week 1s
not usually effecuve.

Intervention must include the parents. Thesce
children are usually lacking in morals, and
that must start in the home. This 1s not 10
blame the parents, rather it is 0 focus on
where intervention must stan.

I've met many parents, who really love their
child and are devasted by what's happcning.
Sharon was divorced for six years, holding
down a job during the day, and could never af-
ford any babysitters or nannies, so the child
has come home from school unsupervised
since he was cight.

When Sharon got home from work, shc was
busy making dinner, paying the bills, doing
the shopping, and laundry and a million other
things, and simply didn’t have much time for
the child (or his school). Her son has been in
constant trouble at school, and now ‘he’s gel-
tng in trouble with the police. She breaks
down in tears every time she talks about it.
She feels she has sacrificed so much, and sull
she has failed. /

In some families, dad trayels a lot and the
whole load falls on mom, ¥ho also works and
has three children (o takg’care of. Sometimes
there's a “blended” family, and mom doesn 't
{ecl the other children are hers, or dad doesn 'l
spend much time with mom's children. Some-
times the child has a psychiatric disorder, and
it has nothing 10 do with the parents.

Somectimes, the parents don’t scem (0 care,
They spend little time with the children, refuse
1o follow through on any suggestions and just
want 10 hand the problem over 0 the schools
or a therapist. Even worse, they may deny the
problem (**Boys will be boys™, “all kids stcal
a little at this age™ or “He never does that at
home™), or just hope they'll grow out of it.
The future for these chikiren is very bicak.

What can we do? Next week I'll talk about
two general strategies. First is prevention, be-
cause we know who these children are in
clementary school. The second involves a
coordinated approach from parents, schools
and community agencies, for children who arc

already \cenagers.




