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Abstract

Things You ve Inherited From Your Mother is a second-person novel narrated by
its main protagonist, Carrie, who is simultaneously narrating her experiences to herself.
In light of losing her mother to ovarian cancer and refusing to confront her grief, Carrie
has fragmented herself into actor and commentator, protagonist and narrator. The
resultant internal monologue features a constant reference to a “you,” which is not meant
to evoke the reader, as is common in second-person texts; instead, second-person
perspective is used by the narrator-Carrie to comment on and analyze the experiences of
protagonist-Carrie. Consequently, Carrie sees her life as unfolding like a Choose-Your-
Own-Adventure book (in which second-perspective is the standard), affording her the
freedom from taking responsibility for her actions (as in such a book there is minimal
choice for how to act) and a subjective reality that the narrating self has created (as the

illusion of minimal choice is a construct of the narrator).
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Tuesday your mother died. Ovarian cancer. For years there was a tumour growing
somewhere inside her abdomen she affectionately named “Herby.” “Herby is acting up
again,” she would say, fingering her left side with her middle finger, simultaneously
flipping Herby off and scratching him between the ears. She claimed to have several
reasons for not having him removed, but why she ultimately refused a Herby-ectomy is
an arcane secret your mother took to the grave. “If Herby really was cancerous, don’t
you think he’d have finished me off by now?”

“Maybe he’s waiting for the right moment. If I were a tumour I’d have the most
wicked sense of humour. I’d be waiting for the most comical time to off you, like right
after you’ve made your last mortgage payment.”

“You are sick, Carrie.”

“Me? You’re the one who named your tumour!”

You made a deal with her some time ago that if she saw a dogtor, so would you.
Neither of you held up your side of the bargain. You picture yourself ten years from
now, flipping through a book of baby names, trying to decide whether your own tumour
is more of an Emma or a Rachelle.

Time begins to speed up and the days following your mother’s death blur together
as if someone has thrown your life and copious amounts of red wine into a blender and
hit “liquify.” Thankfully, you have consumed copious amounts of red wine to deal with
this feeling. Also, Izzy is taking care of every post-mortem detail with highlighters and
post-it notes. The schedule for the visitation, funeral, and wake is now wound as tightly
as your older sister’s bun. This very morning you opened your closet to find a grey shirt

and pair of grey pants with neon “wear me” stickers. You thought your sister knew you



better than that. In order to spite her, you must now show up at the church in the
assigned attire with her neon post-its still affixed to the collar of your blouse and thigh of
your pants.
Fact: Post-it notes are available in 8 standard sizes, 25 shapes and 62 colours.
Fact: Your boss is 64% more likely to give you the day off if you write the

request on a pink, flower-shaped post-it.

You picture Jerry sitting in his underwear (in your mind you take the liberty to
paint in the tire of flab around his midsection and the extra grey hair he has invariably
accumulated since the divorce). He is flipping through the newspaper, stopping at the
“Announcements” section, scanning “Deaths,” shoving a chocolate chip muffin down his
throat to ease the pain of being separated from you. The name of his ex-mother-in-law is
in bold typeface beneath a picture of her in her thirties (one of her many dying wishes),
wrinkle-free and sporting an auburn beehive. He drops a cup of boiling coffee on his
crotch, his “Over the Hill” mug shattering on the tile floor as he chokes on chocolate
chips. You smile. But if he truly were in the habit of daily skimming the paper for
deceased ex-relatives, he certainly would have called. He may want to scoop out your
eyeballs with scalding soup ladles, but surely he has enough decency to extend his
sympathies for your mother’s death.

You deduce that he hasn’t yet found out. Well then, you should call, shouldn’t
you? Perhaps it would ruin his day. Yes, that’d be nice, but do you really want to have a
chat with your ex? Your last attempt at a conversation with Jerry drove you to rent The

Way We Were and down a shot of tequila every time Babs gazed forlorn into the distance.



Not wanting to polish off more tequila than a sorority girl with daddy issues on spring
break (again), you look for the answers to your present dilemma in a freshly uncorked
bottle of red wine and half a pack of cigarettes. It is 10:56. You promised yourself you
would stop drinking before lunchtime, so you pop a frozen burrito into the microwave for
good measure.

You pick up the phone but before you can dial Jerry’s new number a commentary
begins running in your head similar to those “Choose Your Own Adventure” books Kate
used to read, before her body was invaded by a Sylvia Plath-craving parasite with a smart
mouth and a distaste for “the mainstream.” You stumbled upon one such book in the
basement last evening, while you busied yourself reorganizing boxes of things you forgot
to get rid of. All your subsequent decisions have been based on this less-than-formidable
genre of tween literature. For instance, when you asked yourself what you wanted for
breakfast this morning it sounded like, “Choose toast and flip to page 81" or “Take the
cereal and skip to page 112.” You chose to eat both toast and cereal this morning which
is the equivalent of sampling page 81 then peeking at page 112 to see which of the two
might feature your untimely free-fall down an empty elevator shaft. That was the
problem with those books: they incited their readers to cheat the system. Unfortunately,
you cannot both call Jerry and not call Jerry. You rest the phone back in its cradle.

Immediately the phone rings. The mouthful of red wine that was half-way down
your throat ejects itself onto your pajama shirt which is, of course, white. The stain
settles into the shape of a gnarled hand. Arthritic fingers are reaching to undo your

buttons.



“Hello?” you ask hesitantly, sure it is Jerry on the other line as if you’ve
telepathically summoned his sympathy.

“Carrie, do you think they’ll be enough flowers?” You should’ve guessed it
would be your sister. She’s been calling so frequently you’d swéar you were a radio
station giving away free tickets to see her favourite lecturer discuss stem cell research.

“Hi, Izzy.”

“I keep calling the florist and they’ve assured me there will be plenty, but I want
it to look really nice, you know? Not just thrown together last second like we didn’t put
any thought into it.” You wet a dish cloth and begin patting at the wine stain. Stain
removal is exponentially more riveting than listening to 1zzy.

“Right, you want people to think we’ve been planning Mom’s funeral for some
time now. Like while she was lying on her deathbed vomiting out her insides and asking
us to suffocate her with her too-flat pillow, we were thinking about the placement of the
petunias.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. Petunias are not funeral flowers. I really hope the florist
considers flower placement in terms of size and colour. They better not stick the red
roses next to the pink ones. Ireally can’t stand when red looks likes it’s bleeding into
pink. It just makes the red less vibrant and makes pink look like a second-rate colour,
you know? They should be separated by the white carnations and it needs to be
symmetrical, obviously, on both sides of the casket.” You only succeed in changing the
red stain to a larger pink one. Maybe you should’ve left it red since pink is so second-

rate by comparison.



“Well obviously, but I bet you anything Mom won’t notice. You know what she
would’ve loved though? If Poncho could come to the funeral. You know she liked him
more than the two of us combined. And we can get him one of those kitty-cat tuxedos
with a hole at the back for his tail.” Poncho glowers at you from the countertop, clearly
angered that you would consider dressing him in a suit other than a lycra sweat suit with
ample “breathing room.”

“Thanks for taking this seriously, Carrie. I should’ve known. I’ll see you at the
funeral home tonight. Wear the grey outfit. I put a green post-it on it. And don’t leave
the sticky on to spite me.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it.” Perhaps you underestimated Izzy.

“Oh, and I called Jerry because I knew you wouldn’t.”

She hangs up before you can protest. Poncho eyeballs you from across the
kitchen where he is resting his fat cat belly on the cutting board. He is looking altogether
too smug. You wonder when you last washed the cutting board. You also wonder
whether cat dander is edible; it is unlikely you’ll remember to wash the cutting board
before you cook next.

“Soak it up, Poncho. Let’s see you try to deal with your ex.” On your way out of
the kitchen you toss the wine-stained dish cloth at him. He’s too lazy even to flinch as it

lands on the arch of his back.



Things You Inherited From Your Mother:

1. One purple *91 Buick Regal that smells of sun-baked beef jerky and deceased
buttermilk; namely, that smells of your mother’s cat, Poncho, whose dietary mainstays
include excessive amounts of both. He always rode shot-gun in the Buick, regardless
of whether there were four other non-feline passengers aboard. May it be known that
you are as much a cat person as you are a Buick Regal person.

2. One half of your mother’s one-story house that is charming in the way aluminum
fences and green shingles are charming. Poncho’s ginger fur blanketing every surface
not wrapped in plastic furniture covers. You can’t believe your mother ever had the
nerve to criticize your house for “smelling like the smoking section at Waffle House.”

3. One wardrobe of elastic-waist jeans, vests with sewn-on appliqués themed after every
holiday from Christmas to Flag Day, and a septuplet set of faux-leather loafers. You
find the outfits you and your sister bought her (re: your sister bought and you were
forced to fork over money for some time after the fact because she didn’t think a will-
writing kit was an appropriate birthday present) in a cardboard box in the basement
marked “Goodwill.”

4. One morbidly obese Cheshire cat who has been both haughty and melodramatic since
your mother died, whom you’ve inherited as a means of “converting” your “heathen
ways” because you once mentioned to her that you were more of a dog person, if

anything. When you told Izzy you would graciously forfeit your custody of Poncho,

she threatened to take you to court.



The phone rings again when you are nearing the bottom of your second bottle of wine
and first pack of cigarettes.

“Got it!” Kate calls from the other end of the house. Good, you think, let her deal
with Izzy and the placement of the petunias. Although it might really be Jerry this
time—or another telemarketer.

You quite enjoyed taking a call from a telemarketer this morning, feigning
confusion (“Auntie Claire? Is that you?””) and not waiting for a response before you
began fake-sobbing into the receiver, rambling on about not getting to say goodbye (“It
all happened so fast. . . I thought I’d have more time!”) while the bewildered cold-caller
went from trying to peddle a low-interest credit card to trying to spontaneously eject
herself from the conversation as tactfully as possible (“Perhaps I called at a bad time. . . .
Please stop threatening to hang yourself from the ceiling fan if I hang up.”)

Kate wanders into the kitchen, cradling the cordless phone between her ear and
shoulder, swirling a glass of water in one hand, the ice cubes tink-tinking against the
glass. Her eyes are red and watery behind the non-prescription, tortoise-shell glasses she
wears to make her look “sophisticated,” but at least half her mouth is smiling.

“Who is it?” You ask in a loud whisper. She makes a swatting motion with her
free hand.

“I’m doing okay, I guess. Thanks for checking up on me,” she says into the
receiver. “The funeral’s on Friday. I’d really like it if you could come.” Who told Kate
she could go around inviting people as if it was her Sweet Sixteen?

She opens the refrigerator and begins rummaging through the crisper.

“I know it might be a little awkward to be around the whole family, but—"



You creep around behind her and lean towards the phone. A male voice. Words
you can’t quite make out.

“Ooh, it’s a boy!” you shriek, “Is it your new boyfriend?” Earlier that week you
listened in on a call between Kate and her best friend Andrea. Apparently Kate’s in the
early stages of a relationship with someone called “Braydon.” Apparently he is “so
handsome he could be British,” whatever that means.

Kate whirls around, rolls her eyes, and leaves the fridge empty-handed to hunker
into the pantry. You wonder when you last saw her eat something. You hear her
apologize to her gentleman caller more politely than she has ever spoken to you.

You position yourself outside the pantry door. Fueled by almost two bottles of
cabernet-sauvignon, you begin making the most obnoxious kissing noises you can
muster, in between verses of a new song you’ve written called “Katie-Kate’s in Love.”
The song takes a sad turn when the only word you can rhyme with “boyfriend” was
“end.”

Kate pokes her head out of the pantry. She is giving you her best “you’re ruining
my life” look. It’s a cross between looking directly into sunlight and sucking on a lemon.
You’'re positive she spends more time in the bathroom perfecting that look than doing her
homework.

“Mother, seriously, shut up.” Kate has taken to calling you “Mother”

a lot recently.

“QOh, is Katie-Kate embarrassed? Did you not like my song?” You fake a frown

so big you will probably have two new wrinkles in the morning.

Kate covers one end of the receiver with her palm.



“Yes. I am. Embarrassed for you. You know who’s on the phone with me right
now? It’s Jerry, and he can hear you acting like a five-year-old.”

You have always supported Kate’s continued relationship with Jerry even after
your relationship with him dissolved, and by “dissolved” you of course mean, “went up
in flames.”

“Oh. Well, tell him I said hello. Very nice of him to call.”

Cheeks burning, you return to your wine, finishing the bottle in three quick gulps.

You wake sometime later that evening on the couch, legs dangling over the
armrest. One of two empty wine bottles is on the coffee table sitting on top of the
sympathy card-turned-coaster your boss mailed you, all your coworkers’ names signed in
the same handwriting. You don’t remember the wine bottle being quite so large. You
wish you would’ve had the sense to dispose of the evidence. Luckily you never got
dressed that morning so you were able to sleep comfortably still in your pajamas.

From the couch you can see into the dining room where Ben is at the table
marking papers on top of a National Geographic to avoid scratching the wood. His
reading glasses balance on the tip of his nose, making him look older than. . . How old is
he now? Thirty-six? That must be it; he just had a birthday when? Shit, when’s his
birthday? You make a mental note to steal his driver’s license from his wallet the next
time he’s in the shower.

“Morning Sunshine,” he says without looking up.

You catch your reflection in the black, blank screen of the television. You are the

spitting image of a cockatiel coming off hard drugs. The wine stain on your shirt isn’t



helping your case.

“Oh, I wasn’t sleeping. Just resting my eyes,” you say, furiously trying to rub the
sleep out of them.

“Carrie, you’ve been passed out since I got home. Two hours ago. And you’ve
been talking in your sleep. Shouting vulgar insults at Poncho, actually. I’m sure he
would appreciate an apology.” Ben still hasn’t looked up from his numbers, not missed a
beat checking and x-ing. |

“I’m sure the insults were well-deserved. Why didn’t you wake me?” You are
still attempting to preen yourself in the television screen, trying to untangle what was
once your hair and is now a cozy nesting place for small to medium-sized woodland
creatures.

“I tried. You almost bit my hand off.” The monotone of Ben’s voice is so
soothing.

“Oh. Hm. Isee. Speaking of food, what do you want for dinner?”

10



Things You Love About Ben:

1

2.

. He is not Jerry.

When you face monumental challenges to which you can see no feasible solution he
dreams up elaborate plans you never thought could work, such as pausing the movie to

drive to the store to buy a new bag of salt and vinegar chips.

. He does not judge you on what you do for a living, your past relationships, your

parenting techniques, your alcohol consumption rate, your repeated failures to quit

smoking. . .

. He knows how to make you fall asleep fast on restless nights. You only have to ask

him about his day and he will dutifully start droning on about dealing with the politics
of college administration and his displeasure at the fact that none of his students are as
enthusiastic as he was about theories and proofs in college and. . . you will be going to

bed early tonight.

11



Two days later you’re wearing another of 1zzy’s outfit choices, staring at yourself in the
full-length bathroom mirror when you realize that this will be the first time you’ll see
Jerry since the divorce and you look like an L.L. Bean catalogue model. What if getting
divorced from you was the impetus he needed to regain his youth? As the jilted lover
you deserve some sort of revenge and you’ve come to terms with the fact that it won’t
involve an ice-pick and his cerebral cortex.

In the back of your closet is a box of clothes you had enough insight to save from
college (a time when choosing an outfit was determined more by fashion trends and less
by what might remain comfortable should you choose to catch a nap on your lunch
break). There is only one black item in the box: a figure-flattering skirt that falls just
above the knee. Funeral perfect.

Kate eyebrows your outfit as you climb into the car. It’s been ages since she saw
you look this good. You’ll have to hide this skirt when you get home so she doesn’t
pilfer it to wear to school.

Once in the church your sister gets one look at you, mouths the words “Oh my
God,” and drags you by the elbow into the bathroom.

“A skintight, leather skirt? What happened to the outfit I picked out for you?”
She is pacing the length of the stalls, click-clacking her heels on the white and blue
ceramic.

“I thought this looked a little more hip, a little more youthful. . . And it may or
may not be the only black skirt I own.”

“And the leopard-patterned nylons?” She has added shaking her head to her

pacing routine.

12



“Every other pair had runs in them?” you offer.

“I don’t even know what to do right now. You look like you need a pole. Maybe
the church has some donated clothes sorﬁewhére that you can throw on?”

“Even I am above stealing donations.” Izzy’s pacing has incited you to chew
your nails.

“And here I thought the worst fashion crisis I had to deal with was mom. Can you
believe she wanted to be buried in corduroy?”

If you stand on your tiptoes in front of the mirror above the sink you can see your
outfit to your knees. In the harsh fluorescent light you realize the look on Kate’s face
might not have been one of adoration, or your next guess: jealousy.

Reluctantly, you take your place next to Ben, shaking hands with people you
don’t recognize as they tell you how sorry they are. You notice the corners of their
mouths curl when their eyes pan down to your lower half. One of your mother’s friends
cannot keep his thoughts to himself.

“Too bad I left my leather chaps at home,” he quips.

“My mother specifically requested an eighties-themed funeral.” You poke his
chest with your index finger. “You sir, are the one whose outfit is inappropriate.” You
don’t think you’ll have to talk to him again.

“Why didn’t you tell me to change before we left the house?” you hiss in Ben’s
ear.

He shrugs. “You look. . . well, kind of hot actually.” You have only heard Ben
use the word “hot” in reference to things like stolen goods or the Sahara Desert.

You say the word “hot” in your head. “Hot, hot, hot” and you are ready to strut

13



your stuff down the centre aisle like it is your own personal catwalk. The choruses to
several eighties pop songs begin playing on shuffle from some invisible boom box. You
consider stopping in the middle of the church to vogue & la Madonna, when you see Jerry
sitting in a middle pew: sans grey hair, sans spare tire. Your strutting turns into awkward
sidesteps as you try to distance yourself a little ways from Ben; you pick up your pace
without making it too obvious, so that maybe Jerry won’t notice that the two of you are
together. Maybe he will think Ben is the secret half-brother your family kept locked in
the basement, only allowed to see daylight in dire circumstances such as the death of his
mother. However, Ben begins increasing his pace accordingly until the two of you are in
an almost footrace, about to overtake the priest.

Then it dawns on you that Kate’s definitely told Jerry about Ben, even though she
refuses to tell you what the special was at the school cafeteria. You’re feeling much too
open for the whole church to ravage through, like the registration book that was in the
funeral parlour for the past two days that you didn’t know whether you, as the daughter,
were supposed to sign.

Also sitting alone is Howie from work, wearing a t-shirt with the outline of a
tuxedo printed onto it. When you make eye contact with him he puts both hands over
where his heart would be if he wasn’t a vacuous shell of chauvanism. You quickly look
away. A cigarette would make everything approximately 92.8 times better.

You find your seat in the reserved row at the front of the church. You don’t recall
ever getting to sit in a “reserved row” and for a moment you feel like you won a prize.
Then the organ music quiets so everyone can hear your leather skirt squeak across the

wooden pew. You now notice the skirt is perhaps not real leather and perhaps a smidgen



tight across the hips. Crossing your legs proves to be an impossible feat. To distract
yourself from the inability to sufficiently inhale you mentally recite the chorus of
Madonna’s “Like a Prayer.” Funeral perfect.

You glance sideways at your sister. Izzy appears to be in a staring contest with
your dead mother lying in her casket, looking like a figure from a wax museum.

“I can’t believe Mom wanted to be buried with her eyes open,” you whisper.
Your inner thighs, swathed in leopard and currently stuck to one another are growing
uncomfortably moist. The leather skirt, much like yourself at the moment, is not
breathing properly.

“She looks so peaceful,” Izzy whispers back.

“She looks like she just walked into her surprise welcome party in heaven.”

As you and Izzy bicker about your mother’s facial expression, the priest is
throwing around generic qualifiers which are probably true of most dead people, but
betray the fact that he didn’t really know your mother. Such words include “giving,”

% 46

“sympathetic,” “selfless,” and “humble.” For most of the eulogy you are busy trying out
different sitting positions within your very limited range of motion, in an attempt to find
one which doesn’t make you feel like a sleeping bag being shoved into an impossibly
small nylon sac. Every time you change positions your skirt audibly chafes against the
pew like a wet balloon. After a total of seven new seating positions and seven slugs on
the arm from Izzy, the priest commands, “All rise.” There is only one appropriate
response: a resounding “AMEN!” Except no one else echoes your sentiments. You can

feel a hundred eyes burning into the back of your head as everyone asks themselves who

let Izzy’s crazy sister out of the basement . . . Izzy’s crazy sister who apparently hasn’t

15



seen the light of day since the apex of Madonna’s musical career. A cigarette would
make everything 99.99 percent better.

Unfortunately, immediately after the funeral you are herded down into the church
basement for the wake. The basement reminds you of the inside of your elementary
school gymnasium with a lower ceiling. You would rather be playing a game of dodge
ball. There is a long table of food set up against one of the walls. You count nine large
bowls of pasta salad.

While vanquishing a butter tart of its raisins, you wonder aloud why there is so
much pasta salad.

“It’s in honour of Mom’s favourite dish.” Izzy is holding a styrofoam cup in one
hand and swirling a plastic ladle in the punch bowl. She shows no signs of actually
intending to drink any punch.

“Oh, well in that case, let me go take her up a plate!”

“How can you be so insensitive?” Izzy smacks the ladle into the punch, sending
the fruit cocktail splattering onto her cheeks and the lenses of her cat-eye glasses. Then
she begins to sniffle; the sniffling becomes whimpering; the whimpering becomes
weeping. Her cat eyes are weeping berry-coloured tears.

“Ben, help me. Izzy’s lost it. She was fine upstairs.” Ben is in the process of
decapitating a powered-sugar doughnut. His beard has experienced a snowfall of roughly
two centimetres.

“Hm. Let’s see. . . Her mother died and she’s upset. Yeah, we should have her
committed.”

“] love how we can finish each other’s sentences.”
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You steer Izzy towards your mother’s two sisters, whom you associate with death
and have mentally nicknamed “Epidemic” and “The Plague,” as you only see either of
them at funerals. You leave Izzy with a Kleenex you were keeping in your bra along
with fifty others and head outside to light up. As you reach the door it flies open hitting
you hard in the nose. Jerry walks in to the church basement.

“Carrie, listen, I am so sorry.” You survey his face for evidence he is lying.

“It’s fine. . . . I don’t think it’s broken,” you say, putting a hand to your nose to
check for blood.

“Oh, uh, no, I mean about your mother. Well the door too, but I mean—Are you
okay?” Why isn’t he delighting in your pain?

“Yeah, I should be fine. No blood or anything.”

“Sorry?” His forehead furrows in confusion. You forgot his brain turned in slow
motion.

You speak slower this time. “I don’t think you deviated my septum, but if [ do
have to have a nose job I'll send you the bill.”

“No, I mean are you okay? Your mom. ... Oh Carrie.” Jerry is looking at you
as if you are a three-legged baby deer, orphaned because he accidentally killed your
mother in a hunting accident. He steps closer and reaches a hand toward you. You
extend both of your arms for the hug, but he changes his mind and pats your forearm
instead. He leaves you with your arms dangling midair.

You refocus. The cigarette will have to wait because it is doubtlessly your God-
assigned duty to keep Ben and Jerry on opposite sides of the basement. You rely on Kate

to keep Jerry occupied, sending her telepathic messages not to let him out of her sight.



You turn on your heel and march over to where you left [zzy to console her with
newfound vigour. As you rub the cashmere pills off her sweater, you watch Ben mingle
with family members you hadn’t bothered to introduce him to. Izzy, however, appears to
be in much better spirits since Jerry arrived, which can only mean she is finding some
sick, sadistic pleasure in watching you try to maneuver between past and present while
dressed for a costume party.

As Izzy begins reminiscing to your aunts about your childhoods at warped speed,
Ben takes off to the pasta salad buffet. Cigarettes form a conga line in your brain. Kate
is in a corner whispering secrets, probably about you, not with Jerry, but with that Andrea
girl, whom she needed to bring for “moral support.” How could she have gotten so
distracted? You knew you shouldn’t have counted on her. Where did Ben go now?
Where is Jerry? Why is everything in the room, including your beloved family members,
starting to resemble things you might be able to light up and smoke? You wonder if you
will go to hell for having a quick smoke in the church bathroom, figure that yes, it must
be one of the commandments, and make a dash to the nearest exit to enjoy just half a
cigarette.

Of course outside it is now raining, nay pouring, which means there is a heaven
and it is lenient enough to grant your mother entrance so she can ensure her funeral has
the proper dramatic setting. Fortunately the church has an awning you can stand under.
Unfortunately, the church has an overzealous usher who takes it upon himself to strictly
enforce the “no smoking within five feet of the church door” rule. In other news you now
look like a stripper and a wet t-shirt contest participant.

You return a minute and a half later to discover, under the papier-maché helmet
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that is your hair when wet, that Ben and Jerry are somehow engaged in conversation: a
conversation which does not appear, from where you are standing with your mouth
agape, to be the precursor to any sort of spontaneous duel. In a peculiar twist of fate you
are now craving a pint of Cherry Garcia.

Fact: Ben & Jerry’s makes 63 flavours of ice cream.

Fact: Eating 63 pints of ice cream is a sure-fire way to mend a broken heart

and turn one’s upper arms into flabby “bingo wings.” Win-win.

It is not until this exact moment that you notice the striking similarities between
the two men. You notice, for instance, the way they can easily converse with a stranger
as if that person was their best friend (however unlikely), the way they laugh silently but
convincingly, even the way they rub their respective, immaculately trimmed beards
between their thumbs and index fingers, and their apparent love of nine varieties of pasta
salad. Your wayward daughter approaches your side, watches her ex-step-father and her
mother’s new boyfriend having a jovial time without the need for either of you to
moderate, and says, “Wow, Mom, that’s fucked up,” at which point you can’t argue or
even tell her to watch her language because the two of you are, for once, thinking alike.
If you have begun dating your ex-husband’s replica and not realized it until your
mother’s funeral, turn to page 86 where you will find a pier. Walk off it.

“Mom, did my dad also have a beard and dress like he was from the fifties?”

“Kate, do me a favour. Let’s pretend we didn’t notice I’ve been swapping
versions of the same man for over a decade. Can you do that for me?”

Before she can answer there are two heavy hands on each of your shoulders. You
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turn around to find your nose pressed against the fake tuxedo.
“Carrie, how you holding up?” Howie asks, pulling you in for a hug. In true

Howie fashion, he has over-cologned himself. You pull away coughing.

“I’m fine, Howie. You really don’t have to stay for the wake. It was nice enough

of you to come to the funeral.”

“Oh, it’s my pleasure, really. Seth asked if anyone would volunteer to go as a
work representative and I told him I’d be glad to go because of our—"" He lowers his
voice. “History,” he finishes with a wink.

“YOU TOLD OUR BOSS THAT WE HAVE HISTORY?!”

Perhaps you should have also lowered your voice. Once again, all eyes swivel
toward lzzy’s crazy sister.

“Well at least Ae looks nothing like Ben or Jerry.” Good point, Kate.
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Things That Remind You of Your Mother:

1. Internet pop-ups.

2. Ovarian cancer.

3. Paper flyers stuck in your windshield wipers by tree-huggers when you’re parked
outside the mall, demanding that you drive a more environmentally friendly vehicle.

4, Pancakes that looked fully cooked, but upon the first bite reveal their gooey, uncooked
centres, which you ravenously consume anyway because you are starved and they are
still, by definition, pancakes.

5. Children dressed up on Halloween as mummies, costumes you know are homemade
from toilet paper and cloths that used to be white but upon inheriting a greyish tinge
were confined to the “rag bin.” When it starts to rain, their costumes begins to wilt and
droop and you can see the black turtlenecks they’re wearing underneath making them
look like your newspaper that is always soggy even though you’re sure you didn’t
sleep through any rain the night before.

6. Internet pop-ups that warn you about internet pop-ups.
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People With Whom You Share Cubicle Walls:

1. Howie

Age: Middle-aged.

Age he pretends to be in chatrooms: 28

Pedophile?: Probably.

Marital status: Single.

Have you dated? Explain.: Yes. Only once right after you split from Jerry and were
feeling particularly desperate. He took you to an Applebee’s where he proceeded to get
tanked off frozen strawberry daiquiris. You had to drive him “home,” which is how you
discovered he lives on a friend’s couch and keeps his clothes in a duffel bag.

Most annoying workplace habit: Playing air guitar along with the depressing adult
contemporary radio station which promises “light rock, less talk” and is all your company
considers “workplace appropriate music.” On a side note, your company policies have
started to remind you more and more of your mother who was always convinced that
listening to rock n’ roll “made a girl want to take off her blouse.”

Manner of dress: Faded, ripped jeans, too tight Rolling Stones t-shirts, and a bandana
tied around left forearm, serving no apparent purpose.

Productivity level: -4
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2. Bethany Marie

Age: 32

Age she acts: 50

Marital status: Destined for crazy cat lady-ness.

Number of cats in current possession: 4; 5 until last week when Pickles was gunned
down by a pickup truck (re: committed suicide) after wandering (re: escaping) through a
hole in the gate.

Have you offered Poncho to replace Pickles?: Yes, but she refused to take your
inheritance and insists you need Poncho to help with the grieving process.

Manner of dress: Floral muumuus.

Did you just type “muumuus” because you liked how many U’s it has?: Guilty.
Most annoying workplace habit: Logging onto animal websites to audibly coo over
kittens in tea cups and puppies snuggling with bunnies and whatever it is that chipmunks
do that makes them so goddamn adorable. Then forwarding the pictures to you and
expecting a response other than “I really hope fur coats make a comeback this year.”

Productivity level: 72%
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3.1Ian

Age: Thirtyish.

Age he acts: Thirtyish.

Age he wishes he were: Thirtyish.

Marital Status: Possibly dating an older, mysterious man named Marcus who pops by
the office a few times a month to take lan to lunch. Ian has neither confirmed nor denied
your suspicions.

Are you friends?: You wouldn’t say friends, but you appreciate the way he berates
Howie’s attempts at youth and hipness, and the biweekly speeches Ian gives to Bethany
about why she needs to get laid or at least start dressing “sluttier.”

Most annoying workplace habits: Speaking as if every third wofd happened to be
cosmically italicized and using patronizing finger quotes, often employing both
simultaneously.

Manner of Dress: Sweaters, chinos, and vests from The Gap, neon striped sneakers and
pinky rings from trips to various Asian countries.

Productivity level: Five out of five stars.
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Making profiles of your coworkers is so much more satisfying than inputing random

numbers into arbitrary spreadsheet boxes so you decide to make a profile for yourself:

4. Carrie

Age: Presents modern medicine with an anomaly as she mysteriously ages backwards.

Marital status: Recently divorced from Jerry, shacking up with Ben, no plans for
remarriage.

Dependents: Kate, daughter, age 16; Poncho, reluctantly adopted cat, age unknown,
hopefully very old.

Interesting facts: Refuses to eat at Applebee’s; still can’t figure out how to work the
iPod her boyfriend got her for Christmas; has trouble explaining to people (including
herself) exactly what she does for a living.

Annoying workplace habits: Gets obsessive compulsive over FreeCell games; finds
feeding the shredder therapeutic; answers all serious questions with sarcasm.
Manner of dress: Currently in mourning attire: black jeans, a black turtle neck, and
black boots.

FreeCell stats: 84% to win.
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Game Over.
Sorry, you lose. There are no more legal moves.
Do you want to play again?

Y/N?
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When you return to work after your allotted four-day grieving period, you find that Seth,
your boss, has instituted a “no jeans policy” to create a more “professional working
environment, which will surely increase the morale and the productivity of the staft.”
You decide you need more clarification on the recent prohibition of denim so you e-mail

Seth asking him to clarify what exactly constitutes “appropriate” work attire.

Carrie sent on 03 11 9:28am:
<<Will dress pants suffice or should | be looking into renting a three-piece
tuxedo for five-day intervals ?>>

*Flagged as Urgent*

Seth sent on 03 11 3:12pm:
<<Carrie, the new dress code is clear in its mandate: no jeans. Anything

else is acceptable attire.>>

Naturally, your mind starts to wander to all “acceptable” forms of leg wear. You
start with sweatpants, move to spandex leggings in shocking fuchsia, end up somewhere
down the progression with lederhosen, though you’re not entirely sure what lederhosen
are, whether they can take the place of pants altogether, or if some other apparatus is
required in conjunction with said lederhosen. At any rate, your closet is not bursting with
German apparel but you do own a fair number of sweatpants, many of which are a few
sizes too large and feature a handsome spectrum of stains from bleach to coffee. You

settle on a particularly homely pair of black ones (as you are still in mourning) with a
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satisfying number of holes and a stain of unknown origin but with the peculiar property
of being neon green. They also have those handsome little elastic bands which bunch at
the ankles, making you look like a helium balloon character from a Thanksgiving Day
parade. The drawstring that is supposed to hold up the waist has since departed, but you
do not let this detail stop you. Thankfully when you get to work Ian is in a meeting with
an advertising client and has changed out of his Nikes into the dress shoes he keeps in the
bottom drawer of his filing cabinet. You swipe one of the neon yellow shoelaces from
his unattended Nikes and repurpose it as your new belt.

You wear sweatpants every day since receiving the memo ostracizing denim.
More specifically, you wear the same pair in succession without washing them. You no
longer mind when Poncho scratches at your pant legs for more wet cat food after his third
helping. You encourage him. “Scratch your heart out, Poncho!” you say, at which point
he predictably stops scratching. You wonder if you were to encourage Poncho to scratch
your brand new tweed bag as well, he would stop scratching your brand new tweed bag,
but you figure he is much too crafty for reverse psychology.

You are sure your boss will soon take notice of your silent protest at which point
he will have no choice but to retreat, dejected, into his office and retract his previous
statute, replacing it with a “no sweatpants policy” to which you will happily comply
while wearing your beautifully worn-in denim. After a week, however, the only people
who seem to take any notice are [an because that was apparently his lucky shoelace and
Ben because you haven’t been bothering to change out of your sweats when you come
home to ensure that they achieve maximum contact with all stain-inducing cleaning

products, food items, and the cat fur that is now a constant in your home. After three
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more workdays, Ben all but gives you an ultimatum.

“Seriously, Carrie, I feel like I’m dating a homeless person. And those have to be
Jerry’s pants. I don’t appreciate the daily reminder of your ex-husband.”

You don’t confirm that they once belonged to Jerry because that would make you
the cold-hearted woman who flaunts her ex-marriage in her current boyfriend’s face, nor
do you deny it because you would not want Ben to think pants that could fit a grown man
are actually your own. You know that Jerry would have found the humour in your
sweatpants protest, albeit ex-husband’s sweatpants, but nevertheless, the next day you are
at work wearing newly purchased “slacks” (you aged thirteen years when you put them
on and another eleven when the saleswoman [who was your age] thought that telling you
her mom has the same ones would be a useful sales tactic), a white button-up blouse and
some scarf thing tied around your neck. You realized after you bought the scarf that it is
no different from the bandana Howie ties around his forearm and has since traded in for a
workplace appropriate piano-key necktie. You tried to get Kate to go shopping with you
but she said, “Please, Mother, I’d really rather not,” before returning to her new hobby:
turning her “emotional energy” into abstract paintings using only the colours black and
grey. Poncho gave you a look that said the same thing, except Poncho would never call
you “Mother” and Poncho turns his “emotional energy” into presents he leaves for you in

the litter box.

You remember when work used to be fun. Bridget, your boss before Seth, rarely

came out of her office (re: rarely took a break from filling her nostrils with illegal

narcotics) to tell you and your cubicle mates to quit your game of stapler-toss (a game in
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which a loaded stapler is thrown, without warning, over cubicle walls; similar to the
children’s game hot potato). You fondly remember the time you borrowed her stationery
and issued a memo to Howie declaring the following Friday to be “Hawaiian Shirt Day,”
or maybe your exact words were “Wear Your Hawaiian Shirt to Work or You Will be
Fired Day.” Minor details. That Friday Howie was meeting with the company’s regional
manager for a performance review. When he later woke Bridget up from a nap on the
bathroom floor to ask why she would send such a memo to only him, she mistook him for
a waiter at Bahama Breeze.

“Could I get a strawberry daiquiri?” she asked, barely lifting her head. She really
was your favourite boss.

Fun factoid: The reason for Bridget’s eventual termination is completely
unrelated to her drug use. A slew of underaged delivery boys accused her of sexual

harassment, and asexual Seth was quickly put into her office.
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Things You Can Get Accomplished While Driving to Work:

1. Shaving your legs if you a have one cup of water (no lid) and one of those new razors
with the shaving cream attached to it in a handy, solid bar (re: not having to wear
opaque nylons as part of your “workplace appropriate attire”).

2. Reading at least four of the eight-page, useless report from work which was emailed to
you yesterday at 3:59 with a note that shouted “Important! Must be read by start of day
tomorrow!”

3. Going over in your mind exactly §vhat you will say, in a ten-point speech, when you
confront Seth about why you should receive a raise of at least five percent.

4, Making up important lists for yourself and writing them down with your eyeliner
pencil on the back of fast-food napkins you found stuffed in your glove box.

5. Applying said eyeliner if you no longer wish to have vision in your left eye.

Fact: 0.003% of car accidents are caused by people shaving their legs at traffic

lights.
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Seth tells you half an hour into your shift on Wednesday that you’re being “let go.” As
reason for your dismissal he cites your numerous late arrivals. Furthermore, he wants
you to know that your protesting of the dress code by wearing your oldest sweatpants for
a week straight did not go unnoticed (you: 1, inane work policies: 0). In addition, he does
not think you are contributing to the workplace morale and that “it is plain to see” you
just do not value your job. You argue the contrary.

“I absolutely, one-hundred percent love my job!” you say, to which Seth hands
you the rough draft to an article you’ve been using company time to work on and
apparently left in the break room, called, “Reasons Why I Hate My Job.” Fine.

You ask why he couldn’t have fired you on Tuesday as you were leaving work,
because then you wouldn’t have had to wake up early this morning, put on your newly
enforced “workplace appropriate attire,” and drive across the city, wasting your gas,
contributing to ozone depletion with your exhaust fumes, putting the lives of innocent
pedestrians in peril as you “diligently read over, for the second time, all eight pages of the
extremely important and useful report.”

“Did you just decide to fire me this morning?” you ask. Was he on his way to
work, sitting on the heated seat in his company car, sipping a tall non-fat double-whipped
mocha-latte when he decided he could easily do without one sloppily-dressed employee?
If so, you suggest he go home, perhaps right now, and sleep on it. “No sense making a
hasty decision,” you tell him.

He tells you that, no, he did not just decide to “let you go” this morning while he
was sipping his tall non-fat double-whipped mocha-latte, which he actually repeats

verbatim, making you wonder, if by some act of God, you have become the prophet of
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hot beverages. As it turns out, Seth did “sleep on it.” He decided to fire you yesterday
after you sauntered, unapologetically, into work forty-five minutes late, but then he
thought to his “kind-hearted self” that he should give you the day to redeem yourself.
Plus, yesterday was the one-week anniversary of your mother’s death and he is “not rhat
cruel.” Then, when you ducked out of work twenty minutes early he decided that the “let
go” would be final, but of course you were five floors down the elevator shaft by then.
He thought about calling you that evening, but knows from experience that these things
usually go over better in person. He tells you some anecdote about a “cubicle person” he
once fired over the phone who cried and pleaded until he hung up, only to then turn
around and show up at work the next day, bright-eyed and seemingly unaware that she
was prohibited from so much as touching a company pen, so he had to fire said person a
second time, you see? The only anecdote you’re in the mood for at the moment is the
one where the oppressed employee overthrows the oppressive boss with a staple gun.

“Seth, I"d like to remind you that my mother just died. This is a very difficult
time for me.” You say this so coldly not even you believe it’s a valid excuse for
anything. “I would think this company would be a little more supportive,” you add.

He reminds you that you did receive the four-day grieving period to which you
were entitled.

“Yes, but aren’t you always saying that we’re a family here? Shouldn’t I get
more than four days—"

“Didn’t you get the sympathy card we sent? I had everyone in the office sign it.”

“Well yes, but—"

“And Howie was at the funeral, was he not? He better not have used your funeral
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as an excuse to get out of work and go paint-balling again—"

“Yes, he was at my mother’s funeral.”

“And besides,” Seth continues, “Your workplace behavior has been an issue since
long before you found out your mother was dying. Which was some time ago really.
You found out months ago it was terminal. You did have time to prepare.” He says this
all very matter-of-factly, which makes you cringe. Up until this point you have heard
only yourself speak of your mother’s death like it was just the inevitable thing that it was.

It seefns you have no choice but to retreat to your cubicle with the almost empty
cardboard box that Seth handed you (he threw in the rough draft of your most promising
article as a parting gift, though that seems a little like re-gifting now that you think about
it) and begin packing your things, and some things which are not your things, such as the
company staple gun. Unfortunately, packing up the company shredder might be a little
too conspicuous. You throw Kate’s baby pictures in the box with all the unorganized
loose-leaf paper that was previously scattered on your desk, under your desk, in your
drawers, on top of your computer, with grand, sweeping gestures. The spreadsheets,
charts, and graphs mean nothing to you, but you continue to shovel this stuff into your
box with great fervour. Perhaps when your cubicle neighbours have to spend their time
wearing out their “enter” keys, they will see how truly indispensable you are.

Occasionally, you make it a point to stop packing your box as if you are too
drained of breath to continue. You put a hand to your forehead and make sure to sigh
audibly. Your neighbours predictably peek their nosey noses over the top of their
cubicles. You want to put on a good show for them so you start muttering things under

your breath such as “Oh, what is a poor, unemployed mother to do?” and “Who will feed
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my daughter now?” lan asks if you’ve been “let go” in a whisper that can be heard in the

radius of twenty cubicle-feet. Naturally, he uses finger quotes as he says “let go.”

Reasons You Should Not Have Been “Let Go”':

1. Your mother just died.

2. You're a recent divorcée.

3. You have a little girl at home who needs to be fed, clothed, and sheltered, and the only
one else here with mouths to feed is Beth, but too bad for you Kate won't eat cat food.

4. You are the only one in the office who knows that “fricative” is not a euphemism for a

swear word.
5. Ovarian cancer is hereditary.

6. Your ovaries have started to feel sore.

In truth, you don’t so much know if ovaries have the capability to be sore, though
you have found yourself mindlessly poking your left side with your middle finger. You
leave the list on your now tidy desk (a state in which you have not seen your desk since
your very first work week), give the office one dramatic sweep of your eyes, one highly
emphatic sigh, and bust through the doors before Seth can have the satisfaction of calling
security. Howie follows you out, collapses into your arms, which were by no means
outstretched, and begins to weep convulsively. He promises that “this will not be the
end,” to which you make a mental promise to block his Work number, cell number, and

email address as soon as you get home.
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Dear X

So you are replacing me. Apparently you are great with numbers, enjoy mind-
numbing work, and will never need to come in late or need to leave early. Kudos to you.
How often do you have to oil your joints and update your computer chip? Does it hurt
when you have a power surge?

I purposefully broke the lever on the side of the chair before I left so you couldn’t
adjust it. Welcome to a life of back pain. Check the drawers-- that’s right, I stole
everything. Here’s hoping Staples is having a sale.

I took the liberty of telling everyone at the office some things about you:

1. You love to donate to worthy causes, buy things other people’s children are
selling, and help fund school trips.

2. You are allergic to sugar and being offered baked goods offends you.