

[image: Cover: The Answer Is…, by Alex Trebek]






Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.


Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.







CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP







Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.










[image: The Answer Is… by Alex Trebek, Simon & Schuster]










A bit of potpourri for those who are hoping to become survivors.
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INTRODUCTION


Of all the projects in my professional career, I am starting off on this one with the most serious misgivings. Over the past thirty years, I’ve been approached many times by publishers and writers to do an autobiography or consent to an authorized biography, but I’ve always turned them down. I’ve had no interest whatsoever. I didn’t think I had anything pertinent to say to the world. And my life was not particularly exciting. I’m the typical product of my generation: a hardworking breadwinner who looks after his family; does all the repairs he can around the house; enjoys watching television; and thinks a simple dinner of fried chicken, broccoli, and rice is just fine, thank you very much. I’ve shown up to work at the same job for thirty-six years and have lived in the same house for thirty years. I respect and like my colleagues, and have a family that I dearly love. In this, I’m no different from many other people. I have never seen myself as anything special. That’s why if you listen to Johnny Gilbert’s announcement at the opening of Jeopardy!, I’m introduced as “the host” rather than “the star.” I insisted on that when I took the job back in 1984.


But then early in 2019, all of that changed when I was diagnosed with stage IV pancreatic cancer.


At first, I was reluctant to share this news with the world. Basically, I’m a private person, but ultimately, I decided to do so because I wanted to stay ahead of the tabloids. I didn’t want them printing or manufacturing all kinds of crap. But upon making the announcement, I quickly discovered there are millions of people out there who seem to care and who feel I have played an important part in their lives. I’ve received boxes and boxes of cards and letters from people around the world offering their support, encouragement, advice, and prayers. There is a very large glass display case inside the Jeopardy! studio that is filled with them. It’s a humbling experience, but it is one that I thought deserved recognition. It made sense to respond to that outpouring of care, good wishes, and prayers. So I started to come around to this idea of a book.


I’ve got a very good friend whose opinion I respect a great deal. He’s very intelligent, very insightful. As soon as he got wind of the fact that I was considering this project, he immediately fired a lot of questions at me.


“What’s in it for you?” he asked. “I don’t mean financially. I mean, what do you expect the benefits of a book will be for you? You’ve been in the public eye quite a bit for more than a year now, and the reaction has been very positive. Should you not be concerned that by revealing stuff from your past you might lose some of the goodwill that has been coming your way? Is this just an end-of-life reconciliation or settling of old scores? Is it basically what you did when you revealed your diagnosis: an attempt to stay ahead of the tabloids and any writer out there who is looking to publish an unauthorized biography that would rely on old clips and ‘fake news’? Or is there more to it than that?”


See how bright he is?


That started me thinking: What is my goal here? Is there more to it than that? Like most people, I want to be liked. And I want people to know a little more about the person they have been cheering on for the past year. Sure, staying ahead of the tabloids is part of the reason also.


Once I made the decision to proceed, I quickly determined what this book would not be. This is not going to be a standard memoir. We’re just hitting the highlights. It’s a series of quick look-ins, revelations. It’s an aperçu of Alex Trebek, human being. What is he like? What has he done? How did he screw up? Things like that.


Except for contributing the occasional Jeopardy! clue, I’m not a writer. And I especially do not feel comfortable writing about myself. When I met with Governor General of Canada David Johnston a couple of years ago, I got a chuckle out of him when I said, “Your Excellency, you and I have a lot in common. We’re both from the Sudbury region. We’ve both played hockey with Phil Esposito. You have written twenty-two books, and I have read twenty-two books.”


I’ve spent a career communicating verbally. So try to look at this as a conversation in which I get a chance to reveal a lot more about myself than I have ever done on Jeopardy! Some of what you will discover will undoubtedly surprise you. Some of it may even shock you. I’m going to do my best to recount things completely accurately, but I don’t want people to hold me to that, and I don’t want people coming back at me and saying, “You didn’t get that right.”


I will try to remember as much as I can, but the cancer, chemotherapy, and my age have taken a toll on me. My powers of recall have slowed. When I was younger, I had a great memory. I didn’t forget anything. Now my memory is fading, and I feel I’m in the same boat as Mark Twain, who in his seventies said he remembered only things that never happened. If that occurs here, tough shit.


Revelation #1: Alex Trebek swears. (Though, as I’ll explain a bit later, not as much as I used to.)










What Is… THE NICKEL RANGE?



All right, let’s start with something of significance. Approximately 1 billion, 850 million years ago, a large comet struck North America a mighty blow in what is now the province of Ontario, and, along with scattering masses of valuable industrial minerals as far away as Minnesota, left what is now called the Sudbury Basin, Earth’s second-largest crater, eighty-one miles in diameter.


The large impact filled up with magma containing nickel, platinum, copper, gold, and other metals, making the area one of the world’s major mining sites. My hometown of Sudbury lies just outside the southern rim and for many years was known as the Nickel Capital of the World.


My father, George Edward Terebeychuk, was this little Ukrainian immigrant who had earned his passage money to Canada mainly by playing violin at weddings and parties in his hometown of Nuyno. He arrived from Ukraine in the late 1920s. He was on a train bound for Manitoba to be a farm laborer, but when he got to Ottawa, he decided he didn’t want to work on a farm, and he jumped off. He had a cousin, my uncle Mike, who lived in Toronto, and he touched base with him. Once Dad mastered the fundamentals of basic English and changed his last name to match his cousin’s, Mike got him a starting job in the kitchen at the King Edward Hotel, which was one of the two large first-class hotels in Toronto.
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The exterior of the Nickel Range Hotel, where I spent so much of my youth.
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The rotunda of the Nickel Range Hotel.





Dad knew nothing about cooking, but he got to like it, got good at it, and eventually, after a long apprenticeship, worked his way up to pastry chef. Then in the late thirties, he moved to the booming mining town of Sudbury. Ten years later, he was offered the job as cohead chef at the Nickel Range Hotel in Sudbury, and that brought about major changes in my life.


As I grew up, the kitchen became a second home to me, where I learned the value of the little things in life: the importance of punctuality; the rewards for hard, honest work; the pride of properly arranging tables and chairs; the camaraderie of a staff of waitresses and food preparers working together in harmony—although there was a time one of the meatcutters, obviously not happy with the way the waitress was placing her order, heaved a meat cleaver at her.


The hotel hosted all the main service clubs—Rotary, Lions, Kiwanis, Knights of Columbus—for luncheons and dinners and, because of the size of its ballrooms, many large receptions. I had two specific self-appointed duties at those events. When not portioning out the side dishes, I was in charge of slicing the large sheet cake for dessert.


Weddings—that’s where I got to enjoy watching artistry in motion. Quite often Dad had to create and make the wedding cakes, and I never ceased to be amazed at his artistic talent: the delicacy of the flowers and leaves, the fronds, the architectural touches, all in a pure-white soft icing. I helped also. My job was to find as many empty Kodak Brownie film spools that would be iced and used as supports for the cakes’ upper layers. Look at me, already a sous-chef at the age of eight.


Dad demonstrated his artistry and creativity in another way also. He and his co-chef, Jerry DeVilliers, used to prepare a special holiday treat for their friends. During the year they would accumulate all of the potato peelings and create a mash that would ferment for months in large bins in a basement storage room. Then, just before Christmas, they would set up a distillery. The first year was almost a disaster because the hotel’s head of maintenance couldn’t understand why the ice-making machines were always empty. He started to raise a fuss, but a bottle of the homemade vodka pacified him and he never complained again.


Oh, by the way, the meatcutter missed by a wide margin. But message sent and understood.


At that time, Sudbury had a population of around forty thousand. It has always amazed me that the entire city could fit inside the current Dodger Stadium. Why that stuck with me I’ve never known.


People would come into town to do business with the refineries or the mining operations. The Nickel Range Hotel was the prime quality hotel in the city, five stories high with a large lobby for public gathering and socializing. It was built in 1914, and by 1939 its reputation had grown considerably. Even though there were other contenders with worthy hotel names, Nickel Range seemed to truly reflect the spirit of the area, and it was there that the royal couple King George VI and Queen Elizabeth spent a night on their 1939 North American tour.


The hotel was very centrally located. It was a block and a half from the police station. Often the police officers on their morning patrol would stop at the hotel kitchen and ask George for a cup of coffee. In addition, they were arresting so many Eastern European mine workers, and nobody at the police station could speak Polish or Ukrainian or Russian, so they’d drag Dad—who spoke them all—out of the kitchen and over to the police station to translate so they could file proper papers on whoever it was they had arrested.


Dad would go to work at six thirty in the morning, do the breakfast until nine, then start preparing lunch. Lunch was from noon to one thirty. Then he had nothing to do from one thirty until the supper hours. So he’d come home and take a nap, and then go back to work around four thirty. He would get his work done pretty fast and would wind up going into the hotel tavern and having a beer. I’m not sure how he met my French Canadian mother, Lucille Lagace, but most likely it was because her brothers used to drink at the hotel and introduced them. Dad didn’t speak a word of French but got along well with Mom’s brothers and sisters, because they all drank beer.


Mom didn’t drink or smoke. She was looking after her mother, who was not doing all that well. Mom was the baby of the family. There were originally fifteen children, but by the time she was born it was down to ten. I think her taking up with Dad might’ve been a way to rebel a little, and to try to get herself out of the house and out on her own. And Dad was happy because he had found a family. They cared deeply for each other.


They had to get married because Mom got pregnant. They married in December 1939, and I was born in July—July 22, 1940, in a little shack of a house just behind my grandparents’ home. There was no doctor. My aunt Eunice was the midwife. My mother went through thirty-six hours of labor before delivering me. She lived to be ninety-five and reminded me of this many times.
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The Copper Cliff smelter in 1960.










What Is… POLLUTION?



At this time, the outskirts of the city of Sudbury were very barren. Much of the timber had been forested to help rebuild Chicago after its great fire of 1871. Now the remaining vegetation was dying off. Sudbury’s refineries became the scourge of North America. I remember hearing once that 80 percent of the people in Sudbury died of cancer. It was just part of life. We’d either get the choking hydrogen dioxide smoke from the refineries in Copper Cliff, which was a few miles away, or if the wind turned, we’d get the malodorous hydrogen sulfide fumes from the paper mill in Espanola, which was about fifty miles away. Either way, it was not the greatest atmosphere in which to grow up. But we didn’t know any better. We just did our thing.
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Showing off my left-slanting penmanship. That’s my buddy Adelard Baker over my right shoulder at the very back of the class.










Who Is… THE “LAST OF THE BAD WOMEN”?



There were two primary schools side by side. One taught all their classes in English. My school, St. Louis de Gonzague, taught most of their classes in French. I was bilingual. My friends and I would speak both French and English. It depended on which students I was hanging around with at the time. A schoolmate, Adelard Baker, lived a block away from me, and we often walked the same path home. But he was a pain in the ass. He was a bit of a bully—always trying to lord it over everybody—pushing me and shoving me and teasing me. One day I got pissed and we got into a fight. I think it was a draw. But because I was so angry, I may have won the fight. But from that day on we became best friends, and he never teased me or bothered me again.


I was a good student in primary school. Got good grades. Little bit of a shit stirrer. The school was run by the Grey Nuns, and they did not like students who kidded around. In grade four, I fell in love with my teacher, Miss Charboneau. A gorgeous young lady. And then grade five was Miss L’abbé. She was either widowed or… I don’t know. But she wasn’t married. And she was even more beautiful—a tall, mature, statuesque brunette. She always came to class wearing a tailored suit and high heels. Adelard and I were the beneficiaries of a wonderful moment right before the Christmas break. On the last day of school, Miss L’abbé asked us if we would help carry her presents to her apartment. She lived along the same route that we took when we were going home. When we got to her apartment and unloaded everything, she rewarded each of us with fifty cents and a kiss on the lips. On the lips. I don’t remember how I spent that fifty cents, but I lived off that kiss for weeks. I thought, My God, she kissed me! I’m in love!


In grade six, I got a nun who just didn’t like me, and then in grade seven, I had a lady I referred to as Al Jennings, Last of the Bad Women—a big, tough old broad. She used to drink at the hotel with my dad, but that didn’t soften her attitude toward me in class.


When I write—and my handwriting is pretty good—I slant to the left. She was teaching the students how to write properly and slant to the right. I wasn’t buying any of that. So she whacked me a couple of times. I said, “Screw this.” So I left school. I told my parents, “I’m not going back to Mrs. Jennings’ class. She whacked me on the hands to get me to change my way of writing, and I don’t like that.”


I transferred to an English-speaking school in a different part of town. I lasted there about two months, because it just wasn’t conducive to getting along with the other students. They didn’t accept me. I was new and had come from a French-speaking school. So I transferred back to Mrs. Jennings’ class at St. Louis. Strange, but she left me alone after that. Maybe she had been drinking enough with my dad in my absence.










The Answer Is… TWO DOZEN EGGS



While Dad was at work, Mom was tending house and doing the things she enjoyed: sewing and cooking. Dad never cooked at home… and was never home for meals. He wasn’t home for breakfast. He wasn’t home for lunch. He wasn’t home for dinner. I’d see him when he’d get home from work around eight thirty. Which was kind of good because if I had done something wrong and Mom was punishing me and telling me, “Wait until your dad gets home,” I’d fake being asleep at eight thirty and Dad wouldn’t bother me.


I used to love going to see him at the hotel kitchen. I’d spend a lot of time there. I’d go visit him, sit down, nibble on pies. Dad made the greatest shepherd’s pie that I’ve ever had in my life. That was one of my favorites, with great gobs of beautiful brown gravy. I’d help out in the kitchen just to keep busy. I’d go into the corner where the big Hobart dishwashing machine was, and I’d run the dishwasher. I got a lot of satisfaction from operating a big piece of equipment. Or operating the big Hobart cake mixer. It was the size of a five-gallon vat.


I’d often quiz my dad, asking him for recipes. I asked him once how to make a chocolate cake, because I wanted to surprise Mom at home.


He said, “Well, first you take two dozen eggs…”


“What are you talking about, two dozen eggs? I just want to make a single cake.”


He was used to making cakes for a hundred people at a lunch or dinner banquet. So I had to scale it down. And I made a good cake. He and Mom went out to dinner on a Saturday night. When they came home, I had made a spicy chocolate cake. Or maybe it was red velvet. Either way, they liked it.
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Dad out back of the Nickel Range Hotel in 1941, a year after I was born.










The Answer Is… NECKTIES



After I was born, we lived with my grandparents for a while. They resided about a hundred feet away from us in a three-story house. And then we moved to an apartment right in the center of town. Unfortunately, not long after that, Mom was diagnosed with tuberculosis and had to go away to a sanitarium in Ontario. I was about nine or ten. My uncle Wilfred and my cousin Doris were diagnosed at the same time. So all three of them wound up at the same sanitarium in Gravenhurst, Ontario. They were in the hospital for the better part of a year and a half. I can’t remember visiting my mother during that time. Maybe once, outside the hospital, but I don’t recall them allowing children to go inside the hospital.


My grandmother and her second husband came to live in our apartment to look after us. My step-grandfather taught my dad how to play euchre and would continually beat him. Dad never got the hang of it, but he loved playing the game.


My grandmother cooked and tended house, which was kind of neat. She taught me how to make doughnuts. My job was to turn the doughnuts in the hot grease and then sprinkle the powdered sugar on top of them. She would save the doughnuts for company… but she always gave me the centers.


My grandmother was a great seamstress. She made clothes for me—trousers, jackets, and all that stuff. But one of her specialties was making Halloween costumes. She and one of my aunts used to work on those. They made this beautiful giant peacock outfit out of neckties. If you can imagine a bird covered in single multicolored overlapping feathers, then you get the picture. Every time she added a necktie, it became a feather. That was pretty spectacular. They used to rent out these costumes at Halloween. It was fun.


The whole family on my mother’s side was very creative. All the boys were into construction, into painting, and it was fun watching them work on projects and learn just by observing. That has stayed with me all my life. I find that I learn more by watching than by taking a course.










What Is… RHEUMATISM?



I had a good relationship with Barbara, my sister. I was her older brother. She looked to me for protection even when we were young. There was this one time, when we were living at my grandmother’s house. I guess Barbara was five and I was seven. She was playing on a partially frozen river near the house. I saw her and her friends and chastised them.


“This is dangerous,” I said. “You can’t do this. I’ll test the ice for you.”


I tested the ice; it cracked, and I fell in.


Unfortunately, my directional judgment was not equal to my swimming abilities, and I surfaced on the other side of the river. A railway worker not too far away spotted me and came over to help me out and took me back home. We had to walk about a quarter mile to get to the bridge, and then we had to cross the bridge and then walk all the way back to the house. By the time I got to the house I was near frozen to death, soaking wet in winter clothing. My mother and my grandmother undressed me and tried to warm me up.


That was the beginning of about twelve years of terrible rheumatism—rheumatic pain behind my knees. I used to wake up crying in the night, and my mother or dad would get up and rub my legs with Sloan’s liniment. And then one day, the pain just went away. Go figure.
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My sister, Barbara, and me as toddlers.
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Smiling for the camera with Mom and Barbara.










Who Is… THE GREAT GILDERSLEEVE?



After my mother returned from the sanitarium, we bought a two-story house. We rented out the upstairs to a Polish family, and we occupied the ground floor and the basement. On the ground floor was a kitchen, a bedroom for my parents, a living room, a dining room, and a porch that my dad covered and turned into a bedroom for my sister and myself. So we shared a long, lean bedroom. And it worked out fine.


I had my own little Philco radio. I would’ve been, what, more than six hundred miles away from Boston? And I was picking up stations like WBZ Boston and WBZA Springfield, AM and FM. I’d listen to The Great Gildersleeve, and I’d listen to Lux Presents Hollywood, and Suspense “brought to you by the Electric Autolite Company.” It was fun. Those were my evenings. I’d fantasize. I’d listen to Dean Martin and Jerry Lewis, and Fibber McGee and Molly from 10:00 to 10:15 p.m. I was in hog heaven.


My sister didn’t bother me. I was at one end of the porch. She was at the other. I wouldn’t play it loud. It was right next to my pillow. I used to think to myself, Barbara’s at the other end. She’s not too bothered. She’ll go to sleep.










The Answer Is… RIDING A STATIONARY PONY



Before we got that first house, we lived for a few years in Toronto. My dad had gone back to work at the King Edward Hotel to save for the down payment on a home.


In Toronto, my parents had a ton of Ukrainian, Russian, and Polish friends, and that made for some great celebrations, great parties. On Sundays everyone came over to our place. It was a three-story rented house with an in-ground gas pump in the backyard. I haven’t thought about that gas pump in forever. Why do I remember that all of a sudden? We hosted because everyone else lived in apartments. There were lavish spreads of herring, dill pickles, cabbage rolls—and, of course, schnapps and vodka. Around the third glass of vodka, Dad would bring out his violin and start playing jigs. Poor Barbara went to the dining table once, wanting a glass of water. She grabbed a glass that looked like it contained water. It contained vodka. She sucked that up and then started screaming.


That house was where another of my life’s many injuries and ailments occurred. I made myself a parachute, and I decided to try it out by jumping off the roof of the front balcony. How else are you going to try out a parachute? Jump from a park bench? No, you have to jump from a high place. A lot of people think I’m pretty sharp as the host of Jeopardy!, but when I look back on my life I did plenty of stupid things. Fortunately, that time, I just got a little bruised—messed up my knee a bit.


One day, a guy came through the neighborhood with a pony, charging kids to take their picture with it. Barbara got a photo—a beautiful shot. Then I came home. I had been out playing.


I said, “Oh jeez, you got your picture on a pony! I didn’t get no picture!”


Mom responded, “Well, go get your picture taken.”


I was wearing coveralls and I had dirt on my face, but it didn’t matter. I climbed up and got my picture taken. The pony looked just about as sad as I did.
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Look how regal the pony is in Barbara’s hands. Look how sad it is in mine.
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Back when quarterbacks used to throw the jump pass.










The Answer Is… BOARDING SCHOOL



I never thought about whether we were poor. We existed, same as everybody else. My friends and I were all just lower-middle-class kids from lower-middle-class families. We played every sport: hockey, baseball, softball, basketball, football. I blew out my knee playing football. Some parents owned their homes. Some parents rented. We were all part of the same community.


Later on, after my family returned to Sudbury from Toronto, I became best friends with Maurice Rouleau. He was the one rich kid I knew. His father owned the Nickel Range Hotel and was my dad’s boss. Maurice was incapable of constructing even one sentence without using the f-word as a noun, a verb, an adjective, or an exclamation point. He had the same birthday as mine, only he was one year older. But we were in the same class at school. We had a great time together. Every Sunday morning after Mass, Mr. Rouleau would drive his big Buick Roadmaster, come and pick me up, and take us all—me and Maurice and his two older brothers—to the local lake for swimming.


My dad didn’t go to church. Mom did. She took me and Barbara. Or I went with the schoolkids. Or I went on my own. I went to Mass every Sunday.


In grade nine, Maurice went away to boarding school, the University of Ottawa prep school, run by the oblates of Mary Immaculate. He enjoyed it so much that every time he came home he’d be touting how great it was with the priests and all the other students. I started thinking, Gee, that would be great. I don’t know how we managed it, but my dad pulled together some money and sent me there for grade ten. But it didn’t work out quite as well as I had hoped.


My parents were two of the nicest people you’d ever want to run into. Easygoing. I’ve never met anybody who said they didn’t like my mother or my father. They were just sweet people. They got along with everybody. They were kind. They were generous—to the extent that they could be generous. They never bad-mouthed anybody.


I mentioned earlier that my parents cared deeply for each other, but they were ill-suited. Dad was a smoker and a heavy drinker. Mom was a teetotaler, and she was brighter than he was. Divorce was almost unheard of in our community, but they separated, which caused me no end of grief. Somehow I thought it was my fault because they had been “forced” to marry.


I had been dealt a bad turn, and I thought, I’m going to have to stand up for myself. So I began acting out, and that didn’t serve me well at the University of Ottawa prep school. I was unruly, so unruly they were going to throw me out my first year.


There was a priest named Father Roy. He was in his early thirties and had snow-white hair. He was a bit of a martinet and liked lording it over all the kids, and I wasn’t buying any of that. So I took it upon myself to make life as miserable as possible for him. It got to be a little war between us. I would challenge. He would punish. I would find a way to retaliate. I enjoyed it. Years later, I returned to the school for a visit, and I ran into Father Roy. He was giving a tour to some young boys, and he said, “See that guy over there? He’s the one who gave me all this white hair.” He died not too long after that. Probably from meanness.


I won most of our set-tos. But Father Roy had the power. In early spring, I was hauled into the principal’s office.


“We were going to throw you out,” the principal said, “but it’s close to the end of the year. So we’re going to let you finish your school year. But we’re not going to allow you to come back.”


“Okay,” I said.


But then that summer, I started thinking, Jeez, this is not good. So my dad and I went to Ottawa. From Sudbury to Ottawa is a 250-mile trip. He drove his new 1956 Ford Fairlane, which was the only car my dad could afford. And basically on bended knee we begged the principal to be allowed to come back. There were about 220 boarding students. They were split into an older group and a younger group. The younger boys were Father Roy’s bailiwick. And he was an ass. Father Rosario Dugais looked after the older boys. He said he’d take a chance on me, and I never gave him cause to regret that decision.
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