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Letters ❖ Correspondance

It was the end of the day when Josee* came to my
office. She sat in a chair exhausted, despairing.
“Tell me the truth, Perle,” she said. “Is he always

going to be like this?” We were talking about her son,
Richard,* whose battle with bipolar disease and cocaine
addiction is unremitting and seemingly unwinnable.

“I can’t go on like this, you know. Sometimes I wish
he [were] dead. The other night when Dr Haven threw
him out because he was using again, I wanted to kill
him.” Her face was lined and ravaged, stained with
tears. Her hair, bravely blond despite her more than 70
years, was uncombed.

“I went to his room, Perle. I stood by the bed. God
help me, I don’t know what I would have done. The dog
jumped up on the bed and growled at me. I was so
ashamed, I went back to my bed and cried.”

She cried some more. I handed her tissues and tried
to think of what I could do for both mother and son now
that his psychiatrist had discharged him. Not that I
blamed Dr Haven: Richard had lied and manipulated
her as he had his mother and me. Yet I felt a responsibil-
ity to continue seeing these unhappy people who have
been my patients for so many years.

Josee’s story
“I have a lot of violence in me,”
Josee continued. “Sometimes it
frightens me.”

I was curious. Although I have
known Josee as a patient for
more than 10 years,  she has
always seemed an enigma. A

Swedish-Jewish woman in her 70s, apparently of mid-
dle-class background, she came to Canada soon after
the war, as a teenager. She speaks the working-class
French of the St Henri district in Quebec where I used
to work and where I first met her. She has worked in
the restaurant trade her whole life, as a waitress, a
barmaid, or a restaurant manager. I knew that her first
husband had been killed in a bar fight and that her
second husband was probably a gangster. He hung
himself when he found out he had cancer. Richard,
who was then 15 years old, had found the body.

“I get so angry,” she repeated, “and sometimes it just
comes out.” I sat back in my chair. I looked at my
watch—half an hour before I had to pick up the kids
from soccer. “Tell me,” I said.

“In the 1960s,” she said, “I was the manager of this
restaurant and bar around Dominion Square downtown.
A guy came in [she named a family reputed to be shady,
connected somehow to organized crime] and then took
a beer outside and started drinking it on the steps. I told
him to stop because, in those days, it was illegal to drink
on the street. ‘I don’t want to lose my liquor license
because of you!’

“Well, I went upstairs to get a pizza for an order, and
when I came down he had this little
retarded girl, who used to hang
around the square and feed the
horses. He was holding her in his
lap and making her give him a blow
job, right in my front window. Well,
Perle, you can imagine! He wanted
to get back at me, so he messes
with that helpless girl! I just saw
red! I reached behind the bar and
pulled out the baseball bat we kept
there, and I beat the crap out of
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him. Three of the horse cabbies had to pull me off him.
The next day in court, the judge could not believe that a
little 110-lb woman could cause so much damage to a 6' 4"
gorilla. Yes, I have a lot of anger in me,” she said musingly.

“That’s quite a story,” I said.
“Yes, I have so much violence in me,” she repeated,

looking me in the eyes. “I think I know where it all
comes from.…”

“Tell me,” I said.

Such a good person
“You know that I am from Sweden,” she began. “I grew
up in Malmö, just across from Denmark. My mother was
a doctor; she was a lot like you, Perle. During the war,
when the Nazis invaded Denmark and the Jews were
rescued to Switzerland, a lot of them came through
Sweden. My mother—she was such a good person, not
like me—was working with a Jewish aid organization to
help with transporting and taking care of anyone who

needed medical help. She asked me to come with her, to
see history. What did I know? I was 15, and I didn’t want
to go. We had a fight. In the end I went with her. When
we got there I didn’t see anything special, just a bunch of
frightened people trying to get on a boat.

“Suddenly a small group of German soldiers
appeared. Their leader walked up to my mother.

“‘What are you doing here? Why are you trying to
help these Jewish pigs?’ My mother stood up straight.

“‘They are people, and they need my help,’ she said.
“‘Are you also a Jew?’ the officer asked.
“‘Yes,’ my mother said. So he shot her.”
“He what?” I was shocked.
“Yes,” Josee replied. “He pulled out his gun and just

shot her. As she was dying, she was looking at me the
whole time. I could see that she was afraid for me, and I
could not even go to her and tell her that I loved her and
that I was sorry for the fight. I never wanted to be there.
But maybe this is one of the reasons I am what I am.”
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My throat constricted. Tears were running down my
face. There was nothing to say. I held her hand.

“You know,” Josee said. “I never tell this story. You
and my friend, Jewel, are the only people who know.”

“Thank you for telling me,” I said.

What is my role?
I have known Josee for a long time. Why did she choose
this moment to tell me this story? Can this vicious act,
so long ago, be the cause of so much violence and
unhappiness in this family? Or was it just a random,
awful act among the many awful things that have hap-
pened to Josee?

The Holocaust was so big, the pain of it disappears
in its hugeness. “One death is a tragedy,” said Stalin,
“but one million deaths are statistics.” Josee’s story
makes me feel that hers is a life deformed by the
Holocaust, as are so many others’ lives deformed by
violent experiences.

There is no fairy tale ending here, no magical cure. I
am still slogging along trying to help both mother and
son. Sometimes I wonder what my role is. But I think it
is this: to try to heal, to try to relieve suffering, and to
try to understand.                                                    
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