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  About Finishing Year




  Can a man change his stars? Can he ever really rise above? These are the questions that plague our mortal souls. Bryce Finley, a 48-year-old Canadian single father with an unfinished university degree, two nearly grown children, and no visible (future) means of support, is about to find out.




  After three years working at his local university, he decides to hit the books and go back to finish his degree and show his kids he never meant to be a dropout. His eldest has already quit high school, but is there still time to show the youngest one?




  When his university contract ends, completing his long-delayed education in art history proves to be financially difficult, so he jumps at the chance to study – with the aid of a small scholarship – as an international exchange student in Europe.




  What follows is a life in a cramped student dorm in an industrial town in Germany that is – luckily – an ideal jumping off point for visiting the great art capitals of Europe.




  Life-changing experiences follow, along with chances to reflect and improve upon a life some have called “a financial train wreck,” in which only one of his two kids might ever graduate from high school, and in which our hero finally realizes he never, ever, decided what to be when he grew up.




  But that was then, this is now, and class is in session. With style, humour, and cunning linguistics, Finley makes his way through his last year of university, the great museums of Europe, and the social fabrics of a handful of European countries, to emerge a wiser, more educated, and potentially more employable person.




  

  Questionable Quotes




  “This Bryce Finley is the best writer on love, loss, and travel that Woody Allen, Peter Mayle, and Frances Mayes – combined – have never heard of.”




  “There has always been a hard way to get an education, and a long way, and now this author has found a way to combine the two.”




  “A little bit of Beat the Clock meets What's My Line? except, at the end, you are still wondering what this guy will do for a living.”




  “Funny.” – Bryce




  “Brave.” – Lynne




  “Who is this guy?” – Rachel




  

  Reliable Quotations




  “Men are not born, but fashioned.” – Desiderius Erasmus




  “Cometh the hour, cometh the man.” – English cricketer Cliff Gladwin (about himself), in a Derbyshire and England test match against South Africa, at Durban, Dec. 20, 1948.




  “And the hour... produced the man.” – P.G. Wodehouse, Aunts Aren't Gentlemen (1974).




  

  A Grand Tour




  Sometimes you just have to go and do what you have to go and do. We have all heard that gem in one of its various forms. I like to include the 'go' part when I say it, because that is what I usually do: I go. I don't know who first offered up this ambiguous little piece of advice, but I hope it was a very smart man who just happened to be traversing a difficult patch or awkward moment (perhaps middle age or unwanted hair loss) and that everything eventually worked out for the best, because I have just gone and taken his very stupid advice.




  Don't get me wrong. Nobody can argue with the basic validity of the saying, it was just never intended for you to act upon. But, as I say, the saying itself holds water. Its merit seems unassailable. When people bring it up in conjunction with some dark task or dreaded duty that they must, however grudgingly, perform, they invoke the phrase simply as a way of steeling themselves, of gaining courage in the face of the inevitable.




  Such a person, looking down the barrel of a tough chore or dirty, distasteful job, can put their self-interest or weak stomach aside and tell themselves that, well, yes, a man's gotta do what a man's gotta do, and then they can get on with it.




  But there is an opposite side, and my case falls on that other side. Mine is the story of what happens when the saying is used – some would say fine-tuned and then bandied about – in the interest of raw self-indulgence, personal goal reaching, or anything along those lines that doesn't really excite an innocent bystander or third party.




  In this second instance, the saying is usually used as a means of deflecting criticism levelled against one’s person, or of mitigating feelings of guilt in that person, or the largely counterproductive placement of blame upon that person, as, for example, when one goes and drops a hundred grand on a completely unnecessary but highly appealing sports car. Onlookers don’t always stand up and cheer this brand of behaviour. This kind of activity can be seen as taking away from the heroism of the earlier-mentioned, fatalist application of the saying that most people feel trapped into fulfilling, where a person selflessly does what must be done.




  But the saying applies equally well to both operations: it holds true when we are morally duty bound to do something, as well as when we simply want to do something. In the second case (where we already know I find myself), one just feels the pull of a certain “I don’t know what,” and one just has to go and do what one has to go and do. There is no other remedy for it.




  This leads to questions. Is that course acceptable? Is it selfish? Is it both? It is probably both. I say probably, because I am having a worry moment about it right now.




  I have decided to set off on a journey – a voyage of discovery, of sorts – at a time when my journeying should be done, my voyaging should be reserved to 5-star hotels, and whatever I need to discover should have been discovered by now. But this journey is something that I feel I just have to go and do. There is no proof whatsoever that this is something that I really must do. At least, there is no external, physical proof. It is just something I feel.




  Having actual proof would be different. Then there would be absolutely no question. You need to do it? Alright then, go ahead and do it. But that would be the first approach again, the old master-slave, boss-employee, you-and-your-mortgage-banker kind of ‘must’ that people have known since the beginning of time, or at least of mortgage banking.




  There is a world of difference between a ‘must’ you can see and a ‘must’ that is technically invisible. There is the clear and present danger of the ‘must’ directed at you, and then there is the touchy-feely, sensitive-guy, only-you-and-your-God kind of ‘must’ that is internally directed and could only be put into words if your stomach could speak. That is the kind of have-to-do feeling I am experiencing.




  That second way is the way you apply the ‘man's gotta do’ schtick when you go off to do something that only your heart is telling you to do, while your head and most of your acquaintances or internal organs are screaming at you to throw on the brakes. It is the exact opposite of how most of society, your co-workers, your partner, and your pocketbook hope you will behave.




  It does make me wonder which one of the two meanings the originator of the phrase really had in mind: the follow your brain, tried-and-true school of doing necessary evils, or the romantic dreamer, fiddle-while-Rome-burns (researchers say that probably never happened) method of getting what you really, really want. Maybe he meant both. I am not sure. One thing I am sure of is that if you apply the phrase the second way, somebody or some part of their being is not going to be happy with you.




  Look at me. I have just set off on the path that leads to Door Number 2. I am a 48-year-old single father about to take a sort of gap year to finish my university education as an international exchange student in Europe. It seems like my only chance of finishing a long-delayed (and first) university degree, in art history. To top it all off, I live in North America. I have spent my life without a university degree, and now I have gone back to school to study a subject that would be better served by learning it half way around the globe, where art actually lives.




  Given only that little bit of information, it sounds perfectly reasonable that, if a foreign university were willing to give me a small scholarship to go to Europe and study art, I should take them up on the offer, shouldn’t I? It sounds grown up and responsible to be finishing something long left undone, like completing a lingering project that has taken over your office, desk, garage, or basement.




  Finishing my degree will change my life, won't it? It will show my almost grown kids (one of whom has already dropped out of high school) that education – and finishing things – is important. I can change the stars.




  If you consider for a moment that the subject of my studies is art history and that I have so far been studying this topic at university in Canada (a young country without the rich artistic traditions and collections of Europe), then it would seem to make even more sense to be able to stop squinting at the tiny reproductions in my textbooks and haul myself off to Europe for a couple of semesters to finish this degree in the world's single most important storehouse of art. There I could see many of the world's greatest masterpieces firsthand, and all within a few days' travel of each other. Right? Well, I can assure you, not everybody sees it that way, and at times, I am not even sure I do.




  I am, as I said, having a worry moment right now. I have just set off on this clearly sensible (see above) but elective path, and even I am having doubts about it. Like elective surgery, which one can almost casually decide to go in for by seeing a billboard or while chatting over coffee with a friend and noticing a bit of a wobble above her elbow, it is still surgery and should not be taken lightly.




  And then there are the costs to think about. What did I have to do to get here? What has it already cost me, and what is it likely to still cost me in the future? I had to break up with my girlfriend in order to be free enough to even make the decision to come here. I had to pawn my last kid off onto his mother, so that he could finish high school at home while I finished my last year of university overseas. I had to give stuff away, throw things out, hand a car over to my oldest child, and put everything else into storage.




  When I go home, I have no idea what I will do (I am studying art, for Pete's sake) or what I will go back to or even exactly where home will be. I don't have a house or apartment waiting, and I will likely still be, in truth, one or two courses short of having my degree at the end of this exchange, so there won't be any new opportunities waiting for me as a result.




  At least monetarily, this adventure seems to have already cost me more than I could ever possibly hope to recoup from it. But that is also the good part. This thing I've gotta do clearly isn't about finances. It isn’t so simply self-serving as that. It is about love, the love of art, and it is about the art of living and doing something you really feel compelled to do. And it is about Europe and that voyage of discovery.




  In a sense, I am embarking on a very ungrand tour of Europe, a poor substitute for the proper Grand Tour that upper-class, young, English nobles took to discover the Continent and its treasures a few centuries ago, or the well-financed and well-supported kind of gap-year modern students take when they come from well-heeled homes.




  Even under the best conditions, many people who set off on such a Grand Tour or gap year probably felt the same fear or trepidation I do. The richer ones who undertook that original Grand Tour of Europe three or four centuries ago must have hated the bumpy tracks that led from city to city, the incoherent babble of foreign tongues, the dust, dirt, poor accommodations and strange foods of a hundred different towns, the exorbitant cost of carriage repairs, and the general sparseness of ATM machines.




  Modern gap-year tourists – the latter-day voyagers, the middle-educated sons and daughters of the upper-middle class, the wanderers, hippies, college students, and druggies – have always equally despised the feeling of riding crowded buses on marathon journeys and waking up broke in places like Afghanistan with nothing but a burned spoon, a throbbing headache, and the vague feeling that they originally came to this place with a backpack.




  It is funny how the two are so similar. The Grand Tour was meant to be (usually) a once-in-a-lifetime trip-cum-education for a wealthy young Englishman. A gap year, on the other hand, was pretty much the exact opposite: a year off from work or study for the (largely) educated but occasionally broke offspring of a decidedly lower class. What I am now doing lies somewhere in between. My year will really amount to more of a finishing year, something once popular for young girls on their way to womanhood, sent to finish their last year of formal education at private boarding schools, largely in Switzerland.




  So taken altogether, but leaving out the parts about being wealthy, drugged out in Afghanistan, or a young woman in Switzerland, you pretty much have a picture of what I am doing.




  It really is a Grand Tour, at least in its intention. A Grand Tour was aimed at finishing a young man's education by exposing him to the arts, cultures, and original sources of the surprisingly deep classical Greek and Roman underpinnings of our Western civilization. This was done through an extended and expensive land tour of the European continent.




  Lots of people have gone on the Grand Tour. Their names largely escape us now, but many of them wrote detailed accounts of their trips. Fictional ones, ironically, come most easily to mind (Scarlett O’Hara’s original love interest, the Ashley Wilkes character, from Gone With the Wind, is two years home from a three-year Grand Tour near the beginning of the book). Going on a Grand Tour was quite the thing to do for a rich young man, especially one from Britain. And doesn't it sound like it had such noble intentions, to look at the art and experience firsthand all that the various cultures of Europe had to offer? Paradoxically, what propelled most of those rich young Englishmen (and later, newly rich Americans) outward into the world was not their general love of art and culture (or even adventure or the unknown) but rather the unchecked greed of their elders and the veritable serfdom of most other people in the British Isles and America, backed up by an almost complete lack of equitable property laws and basic human rights that allowed their families to exploit enough people and resources to amass the vast fortunes that supported such worthy undertakings. But I digress.




  Be that as it may, the Grand Tour was an important part of upper-class life from about the 1660s until the advent of the railways and the coming of mass transportation and then the gap-year traveller, which pretty much ruined it for everybody.




  But until then, intrepid young men ventured out into the wilds of Europe at great family expense to rediscover and experience the remains of the greatest art and cultures the world had ever known.




  Later, because much of the Grand Tour focused on an appreciation and experiencing of the great works of art housed in the most enduring establishments of Europe, slightly more impoverished artists and architects of the time began to feel the call to make the trip. These poorer types had to do without the wisdom and guidance of the normal rich young man's personal guide or teacher (called the Cicerone or 'bear leader'). The less well-heeled made the trip easier and more affordable by hitting a limited number of stops in a more standard itinerary. This, of course, happened right around the time when travel agents were getting their start and led directly to the 24-cities-in-23-days school of travel everyone knows from today's packaged bus tour.




  But before that, even the odd impoverished artist (provided he had the support of a wealthy patron or two) could go out and see the world and the great art in it and draw inspiration from hundreds and hundreds of years of earlier artists' work in the very places of their creation. After all, there was only so much artists could learn from the printed copies of distant works that circulated back in their home countries. Ancient ruins were another thing that creative types needed to see in their rocky reality. To obtain a full and true understanding of the masterpieces left strewn across the landscape of Europe by past generations of artists and architects, the young, aspiring artist had to go out and make, if not a Grand Tour, then at least a comprehensive ungrand tour, and that is now exactly what I find myself doing.




  Aside from the worry, it feels good. After years of squinting at those tiny reproductions in textbooks, I have finally – like those generations of artists, art lovers, and cultural travellers before me – taken it upon myself to go and see these wonders with my own eyes and in person.




  The Grand Tour never should really have gone out of fashion just because somebody invented the slide show or the overhead projector. I cannot believe that it is not a requirement of my degree to go and see a set number of the world's greatest artworks and drink in their splendour firsthand. Anyone who studies this and has half a chance to do so really must.




  But it is hard. Even Sister Wendy, the famous art historian-nun who takes herself off to all the great art places and writes books or sends back television shows about them, has sponsors in the BBC. But watching someone else do it is a poor substitute for doing it yourself. You will never know really, exactly, entirely what a piece of art or a building looks like or how it makes you feel unless you go to it yourself. And if Sister Wendy can do it, so can you. Or at least you would think so.




  Setting off on the Grand Tour was never an easy task. My brothers-in-art had to raise money, beg, borrow, plead, and steal, or sell things like bodily fluids to start them on their way. They had to rely on the kindness of family and friends and sometimes strangers. They had to find those elusive patrons, pack their belongings, leave the familiar shelter of home or studio, say farewell to model, lover, or muse, and gird themselves for a certain amount of uncertainty that even the possession of the most adequate emergency medical insurance could not assuage.




  And I had to do the same thing. This is the price we must pay. There are just not enough travelling exhibitions of art in the entire world to bring enough artworks to our doorsteps for us to truly appreciate from the comfort of home. Much art can't even travel (although the Brits and the Germans have been known to pick up and bring back stunningly large objects, such as whole buildings or entire city streets, in their travels).




  As concerns most art, however, we must travel to it. And there can only be one reason to do this: love. And, at least in this day and age, the simple act of doing something for love is sometimes subject to suspicion and even ridicule. What about your job? What about the future? This will put you behind, delay your progress, force you to change plans or shift priorities. There must be another way?




  These arguments, you might notice, are all ruled by the head. The internal compass of the heart, if we even remember how to access it, enjoys little trust or recognition in today's world. Any move we make that excludes the brain (or the brains of those around us) or relegates it to the role of second opinion in these decisions brings it rushing back in to offer any last minute advice we might still be willing to listen to, just in case we missed it the first ten times around.




  There is nothing so bothersome as a brain stuck on repeat or one you have just locked out of the house but now find incessantly scratching at the window with a sorry look on its face. All this hullaballoo does is offer the brain another chance to come slinking back in, and it usually does. It comes crawling back, begging for forgiveness, and offering its help so that we can then undertake the rational and serious business of soul searching, but this is a further ruse.




  The thing about soul searching is that there is absolutely no reason to do it. If the purpose of soul searching is to find out what we think, well, we already know what we think. We think, in instances like this, that we are crazy or selfish or naive or some other black thought. If the purpose of soul searching is to know what we truly want or feel, well, then the same thing is true: we already know it.




  Usually, that thing we want is whatever we are busy soul searching about. Should I buy that Porsche? On credit? Should I get that tummy tuck? Should I eat that last ice cream sandwich? We already know what we want or we wouldn't be thinking so hard about it. All soul searching does is run our desires through a complicated and unreliable filter of – get this – what other people want or what we think they might want. Basically, we take the temperature of other people's moods and sound the depths of our own guilt.




  The only good part of soul searching is that soul searching makes us at least question if we have the strength not only to do what we propose but whether we can withstand the psychic pain that is surely headed our way if we don't conform to other people's ideas, if we don't bend our will to meet their expectations when what we propose does not meet with their approval. We surely already know that what we want will incur their wrath. That is a given. Soul searching asks us if we are strong enough to withstand the onslaught.




  Instead of suffering through all the tossing and turning and sleepless nights of soul searching, why don't we instead just say, “Okay, world, this is what I want. I am ready. Unleash the Kraken.” Then, have the Kraken heaped upon us and be done with it. Once the barrage of wrath (or Kraken) is over and we can once again feel our legs (assuming they are still there), we can start using them to get moving. Why not do that instead?




  The answer is that we have been taught to try to please people, to try to make them happy, no matter how unhappy they might already be. What idiots we are! We can't make people happy, and somewhere along the line, we learned that. We don't, we won't, we never do make them happy. People decide completely on their own how they are going to feel about our actions and the resulting effects on them, and there is not one thing we can do about it. But no matter what, we try to run our decisions through this mill, simply out of the milk of human kindness, to see if we can somehow soften the blow, mitigate the effects, or manage the feelings of dread and disaster others will surely feel.




  But if we already know what we want, the soul searching is useless. We could save all that gut-wrenching second guessing and move on more quickly to helping others see that our choices for ourselves are not choices against them, and that we are just doing our own job in this life, which is making sure that our own lives are ones we can be happy with. This is a much harder sell than it sounds.




  Either way, or any way, I have decided to set off on my personal gap year, at whatever cost it will extract from me. Sometimes I feel that this year is less a year of discovery, like a Grand Tour might have been, and more a year in one of those Swiss boarding schools where those young women from a few generations ago studied mostly etiquette and the kind of life lessons nobody could make a living from. At most, that sort of finishing year promised to prepare people for nothing more than marriage. With a degree in art history, I feel sometimes that I am doing nothing more than setting myself up for a career as someone's husband. Conversely, that is part of the reason that sent me flying here in the first place.




  Shall we now start at the beginning? Yes, alright, but briefly. This could require more explanation (read: apologies) later. I had been living in Victoria, British Columbia, Canada, for at least the past five or six years. I had come back to the city where I had spent some time as a child and where my ex-wife had moved with our kids so that she could go to school. When her course finished and she got a job out of town, the kids – two boys, about 15 and 11 at the time – wanted me to come and take over from her so that they could stay put.




  I did that, and a short time later, found myself working at the local university, dating a professor, and slowly starting to take a few courses myself, with the goal of finishing my degree. When my contracted position ended three years later, I was still studying, but now full-time, and living with my girlfriend. Then, one spring, with about a year left to go in my degree (at the speed I was going) and no job at that moment, two things happened at nearly the same time: I experienced a profound lack of funds, and I discovered on my school's website an exchange opportunity to Europe that included a small scholarship equal to about two thirds of my tuition.




  The idea of Europe, especially for studying art history, combined with the possibility of obtaining any kind of financial aid to study (my school had, up until that time, never given me a penny, and I was ineligible for student loans) started to work on my mind. At that moment, I had no other way of continuing my studies at home that would not have been even more of a burden than it already was. I still had one son at home, things to pay for, and no idea how to accomplish everything I wanted to do. Then this opportunity appeared. As small as it was, it stuck in my mind.




  I decided to take some time to consider this exchange opportunity, but when I brought the idea up at home, it did not sit well with my girlfriend, and, well, why should it have? I would have been gone for at least one semester, quite long in the course of any relationship. But the more I thought about it, the less I could accept the idea of not even trying, and the more I thought about going, the more upset she became about it.




  It seemed like the decision, or even considering the possibility, could only be undertaken in small steps. Everything would have to proceed one piece at a time, and then, if I was accepted, I could still make a decision. So I applied, and as luck would have it, my school (which has some 20,000 undergraduate students running around and could only send two students on this exchange) only had two people apply. If we passed a sort of short interview with the head of the German department, we would be accepted and could go, and I was.




  Then, standing right in front of that new possibility, I did not feel that I could say no. It had been at least 11 years since I had set foot in Europe, roughly the same amount of time that I had been divorced from my German wife, the mother of my children. As a much younger person, and as the husband of a European, I had spent a lot of time in Europe as a photographer and visiting family. Later, I had gone there for work for high tech companies, but then my European connection and dreams (as a child, I had always dreamed of living there) ended.




  A new sort of reality took over, and this one saw me collecting properties and cars in Canada, and generally building up a large supply of things that could never easily be shifted to a life overseas, and I slowly just forgot about the dream, until I saw that listing on my university website. Then, it started all over again. Life is like that.




  To make the story simple, I decided to go. I had to leave my girlfriend and pack my stuff, give away at least one car, send that kid off to his mother, and go. In the end, I settled on going to Europe for two semesters (might as well get the full experience if I was going to cause so much havoc doing it). I would study German and art history at a university in Mannheim, Germany, and live in a dorm with my fellow students (all half my age, as usual) and – between classes or while on holidays – try to see the great art museums of Europe. I would also work part-time in the university's International Office, to supplement my savings. The school would pay most of my tuition, which was too bad, in a way (schooling in Germany is nearly free, but while on exchange, our home universities would continue to charge their usual fees, so the German scholarship would end up being eaten by our home universities and leave us nothing).




  And in a strange twist of events, going overseas suddenly made me eligible for a handful of scholarships, bursaries, and financial incentives from my own school. I entered the competitions, wrote the essays, gathered the reference letters, and came away with the first financial support I had ever received from my home university, all to go away and study somewhere else.




  All of this was thought up, arranged, and carried out in a few short months. This can create a path of destruction in your life, for sure, but a path that leaves the ground scorched and fertile for something new to grow in.




  I am now a 48-year-old international exchange student living in Europe and studying the history of art. How did I ever get so lucky? Or, if you prefer, how did my life ever get so screwed up? Explaining that will require the long form.




  Loves, Labours, Loss




  I blame it on poor life choices.




  Setting off on any kind of voyage of self-discovery such as this certainly gives cause and opportunity for a little self-refection. If that wasn't accomplished during all of the previous planning, preparation, or packing, it will be by the time you say goodbye to whomever comes to see you off at the airport, when you sit waiting for the plane to depart, when you are up in the air, when you land in your new home country, on the drive to your new place, or somewhere along there.




  I tend to pack first and think later, so it was not until long after the exchange had been arranged, I had paid my housing fees and school deposit, and broken the news to everyone that mattered, that I paused to consider how all of this had happened to me, or how I had caused it to be.




  How, for instance, does a person reach this age and still have his life so seemingly out of order? I say seemingly, because under the surface, it might be largely like I wanted or planned it to be, but to the outside world, it looks off.




  I think I always intended to be rich by now, so going back to school should not have been an issue anyway, but I obviously didn't do the necessary things to make that so. I know people who did, plenty of them, but I never made it happen. Sure, a few of those people are as dumb as fence posts, but they had something outside themselves going for them, like luck, timing, wealthy parents, coincidence. They rarely used going back to school as a stepping stone to success.




  I think I also thought that stability would find me somewhere along the way, but we evidently passed in the night and have not seen each other since. I never finished university the first time around, and I never much worked in the disciplines I studied after that. I started in one career and then another, and that keeps you the perpetual bottom boy in any field. I never followed one path to the end. When I did get somewhere, it was by learning enough and sticking for a while, but I would eventually change direction again, not recognizing that I had just been looking at the key to doing better.




  A girlfriend called me a financial train wreck, but I am not that bad. I own things. I am strangely secure with what I have, but my income has admittedly been erratic, enough to buy a modestly priced Porsche or piece of land one day and little enough the next to rent a house that resembles a crystal meth lab, although in a very nice neighbourhood.




  Where is the partner for life I thought I would have by now? True, I was married once (for 17 years) and have two children, but lately my relationships have been getting shorter and shorter, going from five years to three to two to one. Even the worst gambler could see the pattern here.




  Likewise, where is the professor, doctor, or lawyer my mother always thought was lurking inside of me? You've got me there, too. My grades have always been good enough to do any of those things, but the will has never been strong. I did apply to the law school at my home university (but not at others, because my kids did not want to move), but my school turned me down twice: once they thought my application was not complete (they said they needed a copy of my high school diploma, although I had attended two universities already); the second time, they gave no reason at all (they take a small number of mature students with some university experience each year, and I was not one of those that year). But I happily took the news and ran with it.




  That led me to the path I am now on, and it seems like a reasonable one, to a certain degree. Studying is a noble thing, but how does a person, at the age of 48, wind up being an undergraduate, still a year away from a cap and gown, instead of working on a second PhD? Well, first I went to university where I studied in a program that was not so good and not so affordable. Some people might say it was fine; others might say I was too young to know for certain, but even after all these years, I stand by the opinion. It was horrendously expensive, and after two years, I was so far in debt that my young mind could not see how I would ever pay it off (my banker saw: it would take exactly seven years, a quarter of my life when paid up).




  That is a true story, but it still doesn't allay my fears as to how I ended up here. I was always a good student, so why didn't I stick? Even the worst post-grad would be done by now, have completed their studies, and be well on the way to making at least the first of many payments on their student loans. Others would be über-professors, über-doctors, or plain old personal injury lawyers by now. Where is my senior management position, my accounting designation, the advertising company I should have founded, the waterfront home complete with hand-built, wooden sailboat, my entire self-image?




  I don't even practice my first profession (photography) or my second (journalism), and I realize now that I would be much further ahead in life if I had only stuck with one of those two, instead of doing the dozens and dozens of other things I variously undertook in the intervening years. This is not how I imagined my life would turn out. It is a sobering thought. I am still not sure what it all means.




  The only thing I can say for certain is that if you are a 48-year-old undergraduate student, it is fairly certain that you are not on any of the various career paths you might have imagined yourself taking one day, when you were growing up and thinking about this stuff. That much is painfully clear. No school-aged kid says that what they want to be doing when they grow up is exactly the same thing they are doing right now, namely sitting on their butt in a classroom, going to school, listening to teachers, learning. If you ask them if they would consider still being at it when they are close to 50, you would get few positive answers. It just isn't done.




  However, if you do find yourself still a student at this age, you can also take solace in the fact that you are actually one of the luckier ones. You are attempting – and getting the chance – to wipe clean a messy, incomplete slate and start anew. Another thing is true: if you can manage to do school at this age (and here I mean use your brain plus escape the ties of anything else holding you back), you are very lucky.




  If you can pack up and fly off for a year-long overseas student exchange and see up close what you have thus far only seen in books, then you are truly blessed. Sure, it could mean you have no financial house to put in order, but it could also mean you have no debts or obligations that inextricably tether you. No partner, children, mortgage payment, or car loan is standing in your way, for better or worse. It means that whatever ties you had, no matter how strong they seemed to be at the time, could be stretched or broken in order for you to do this.




  This might sound like you don't have much, yet it begs the question: how did you ever get so lucky? Early psychoanalysis would almost surely have pointed to your earliest childhood experiences. So much about where our lives first went off the rails is explained by (or blamed on) our upbringings, circumstances, finances, and those poor life choices I mentioned earlier.




  So much of our daily lives involves simply glossing over the past that we often don't look back that far, but starting this story any later than that would be missing an opportunity to listen to the pent-up rantings of that delicate inner child inside all of us that is still upset about the loss of some favourite toy. That child is still searching for that toy, and to hear its precious but sometimes skewed wisdom (the wisdom we often still live by but never clearly hear in our rational, adult minds) might shed some light on how this all came to pass.




  If I were to lie down right now on some analyst's couch, the effort would probably go a long way towards explaining the story of how, while you came to own a house, a job, a dog, 2.5 kids, and a minivan, I am living a spare student life in a spare student dorm halfway around the world, working on something you finished a quarter century ago (your university degree). I might think that it is the result of recent events, but it is probably more the result of my character, which was formed when I was young, long before any recent loves, labours, or losses.




  How did that early childhood look? I am the product of a broken home, so to speak. Everyone grows up in one of these, really, and I include here homes in which the parents stayed together. Given that proviso, a broken home is really only cracked and does not set me apart from anyone else on the planet. It just means that some things don't work in our upbringing and not that everything has absolutely gone haywire. That would be a crack house or a crime scene.




  The one or two things that were broken or cracked most significantly while I was growing up were probably professional and locational stability, two things you have probably noticed about me already, from the story so far. I am still suffering from both of them. In order not to blame anybody inappropriately, though, I should say “acting out” rather than “suffering from.”




  As concerns my future entry into the world of work (and it is still, amazingly, in the future), I cannot recall my parents ever addressing the issue when I was young. They never talked about professions or asked us (my one-year-older brother or my six-year-younger sister) what we might want to be when we grew up. I think I thought there was either not much need to consider this, because I would just go on the way I was forever (could I have been more right?), or that there was plenty of time to consider it later (could I ever have been more wrong?). And yet, here I am, still considering it.




  But somewhere in the back of all of our mind's, we must have known that we would one day have to work, and the hand-me-down clothes we got from our older uncles should have been a clue that we would, indeed, have to work harder than the members of our family had done up until that time. But I am also pretty sure that nobody ever, ever said that we would have to decide what that future work would be. This was surely an oversight. The first I ever heard of this was on my graduation day from high school.




  Graduation from high school is, of course, the day on which one of your parents' biggest dreams is about to be realized: they will be able to use your room for another purpose. For years you have basically been standing between your parents and a pool table or a den or a sewing room. So, on that day, after which I would wake up and no longer be a school kid, my father (long divorced from my mother and in no way connected with any future use of my room) leaned over to me at my graduation dinner table and said, “So, what are you going to do now?”




  Indeed.




  This was a question I had never been asked before, not even by my high school guidance counsellor. The question really floored me. What was I going to do? There was nothing for me in my small hometown, I knew that. At least in the short term, I knew I would leave home and head off to my brother's apartment in the big city for a few days before flying off to Europe to see the pen pal who had stayed with me the summer before (and who I would, in unrelated events, later marry and have two kids with).




  But I knew that the fine point of the question had nothing to do with all of this. It had to do with work, and I had no answer for it. What would I do for work, once the few hundred dollars I had left after paying for my flight were gone? How did I want to earn a living from that day forward? Where was the money going to come from? And why, in the name of God, did nobody bring this up earlier? Probably they had never thought much about it, even for themselves.




  My father was never really a sound role model in that department, although I feel I learned tons of other useful things through him. Besides, I myself had never really identified with any particular role model from the world of work. I don't think that, at least until Darth Vader came along in Star Wars that I had ever seen anyone who truly loved their work. Unhappily, though, Darth Vader was not my father. My father did a number of things in his working days, only about three of which I can even remember, and almost none of which (I am at least pretty sure) he ever cared much for. Seriously. Now contrast that with Mr. Vader.
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