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Foreword: Ruminations on the A-Hed



BY MICHAEL LEWIS


It isn’t often that a bunch of old newspaper articles get thrown together to make a book. It’s almost never that old newspaper articles deserve to be thrown together to make a book. These here do—but only because they aren’t typical newspaper articles. They are quixotic reportage, with a whiff of the literary about them. The only reason they are considered newspaper journalism at all is that they come camouflaged—bundled in amongst the highly serious stuff on Page One of The Wall Street Journal. They gained respectability through association. They are the king’s jester.


Most front-page newspaper journalism begins with the presumption of its subject’s importance and timeliness. The subject is a politician on the make, or a businessman on the rise, or a new scandal, or a hot issue. In any case, the writer doesn’t have to explain to his audience why he has chosen to write about what he’s writing about. It’s obvious! The trick for the writer is to make this subject, which everyone agrees is deeply important, interesting for everyone to read. Once he’s accomplished this feat he isn’t required to do much more to engage his audience. This is a big problem—the problem central to so much serious news written by serious journalists. It can be—often is—boring.


For more than five decades, the middle column of The Wall Street Journal has been the antidote to boredom, written by people who, at least while on this peculiar assignment, take delight in standing the usual front-page journalistic convention on its head. They find a subject that is merely delightful to read about—a man who has built a medieval catapult to throw grand pianos across his sheep pasture, for example—and try to persuade you of its significance. Or not. The very fact that it appears on the front page of The Wall Street Journal, surrounded by all that other serious gray matter, confers a certain importance on the piece. A goodly portion of the 1.8 million serious businesspeople who subscribe to the Journal will read it. Hundreds of thousands of business conversationalists will break the ice with some mention of the thing. (Q: “Did you know, Penelope, that armies in the Middle Ages routinely flung dead, plague-filled cows at one another?” A: “No? Really?”)


Still, the pieces collected in this book raise an obvious question: How did they, as a group, come to exist in the first place? How is it that the newspaper of record for the world’s busiest readers has become a feature-writing showcase for pieces about catfish grabbing, or the absence of bananas in Greece, or a first-person account of learning to be a belly dancer? I do not know; but I can guess. Even the sort of businesspeople who digest their news in tiny paragraph summaries have a need in their lives for stories. And so a deal has been struck, between business writers and business readers. The readers agree to relax for a minute and read something that will not lead immediately to profits or professional advancement. In exchange they receive the little jolt of human interest we all require to get through our days—to chuckle knowingly, to make chitchat unrelated to work with our colleagues and spouses, to revive the usually dormant regions of our brains.


But as much as the readers get out of the deal, the writers get more. Freed from the most oppressive constraint of journalism—the need to explain why what captures one’s fancy is important enough to be printed in a newspaper—they can write about what genuinely engages their interest. The quality of the Journal’s prose is always highest in its middle column because the people making it are having fun. They are practicing their craft in its highest form. They are allowed to keep what made them smile or laugh or wince or even cry as they wrote it. (Consider this droll aside in the story about a shortage of bananas in Greece: “The Greek word for banana is pronounced banana.”)


It may seem like a small thing for a writer to take pleasure in his work. It’s not. It makes all the difference in the world to a reader—especially a reader who brings with him no complicated agenda. I can remember, as a college student preparing to enter the job market, feeling compelled to pick up The Wall Street Journal. But the only pieces I can remember having read were the ones that ran down the middle of the front page.


Michael Lewis is the author of Liar’s Poker and The New New Thing and is a regular contributor to The New York Times Magazine.







Floating Off The Page








Introduction



“A-hed”—Named because it is shaped roughly like a capital A, it is The Wall Street Journal’s internal designation for a one-column, three-line, 18-point Caslon Italic headline, with an indented one-column, three-line, 12-point Scotch Roman deck, framed in a box formed by a quarter-point rule, and anchored on each side by dingbats. Alternatively, the feature story that sits under that headline in the “middle column” of the Journal’s front page. When executed properly, with solid reporting, wit and fine writing, it is so light and engaging that it seems to float off the page.*


What, you may ask, are feuding nudists, dueling translators of the Bible into Klingon, and the makers of high-quality prison underwear doing on the front page of The Wall Street Journal?


They have shared the umbrella of the “A-hed” and become part of its lore.


When the first A-hed appeared on Page One of this newspaper on Dec. 17, 1941, the kernel of a great idea had clearly been planted. World War II had been under way for ten days and the nation, according to the short piece that didn’t carry a byline, was caught with a peculiar shortage for those suddenly patriotic times—American flags.


For its time, that story amounted to a flight of sheer whimsy. The Journal back then was known exclusively for its single-minded coverage of business. That valuable piece of journalistic real estate known as the “middle column” was not yet fixed in its offerings; it had taken various styles of headlines and was given over to numerous matters core to the paper’s purpose—commodities charts, stock trends, business briefs. But the paper, already more than a half-century old, was in the throes of major change, and that first A-hed was a glimpse of its broader future.


Of course, the Journal is still predominantly and preeminently a business publication, but regular readers of our pages know that the modern paper, here and globally, energetically covers politics, social issues, societal trends and, in its Friday Weekend section, travel, leisure, arts and even sports. And five days a week, on its front page, the Journal delivers up an A-hed whose chief purpose is analogous to an aperitif or fine dessert—it sweetens and pleases the palate of readers ready to tackle (or take a break from) stories about bonds, microchips and commodities futures. Not that an A-hed can’t be serious; in its early days it usually was, and it still sparingly is—witness, herein, former Journal staffer Charlie McCoy’s moving tale about the efforts to save an oil-smeared sea otter during the 1989 Exxon Valdez oil spill, or Joshua Harris Prager’s story on the personal trials of former major-league baseball player Bill Buckner long after his game-turning error in the 1986 World Series.


The credit for inventing the A-hed concept surely goes to Bernard “Barney” Kilgore, father of the modern Wall Street Journal, and Bill Kerby, the Journal’s first Page One editor. Mr. Kilgore, a mild-mannered Midwesterner, joined the paper right out of DePauw University and became its managing editor in 1941 at the age of 30. More clearly than anyone before, he saw the Journal’s future as a truly national newspaper, one that would keep itself rooted in Wall Street but, on its front page, deliver the wider world in a voice that tempered the urgency of a metropolitan newspaper with the analysis and stylish writing of a good magazine. His famous declaration—“Don’t write banking stories for bankers. Write for the banks’ customers”—cut the Journal loose from its stiff, almost technical writing style. He created a rewrite and editing staff for Page One and put Mr. Kerby in charge of it. Whole new forms were invented—What’s News, which delivered world, national and business news in punchy capsules; the Column 1 “leder,” whose aim was and is to illuminate matters of social, cultural or political importance, or to demystify events in the news; and, not least, the A-hed.


Year after year, the middle column, according to Wall Street Journal readership surveys, continues to be among the paper’s best-read features. It has been emulated by countless U.S. newspapers and some magazines; journalism professors across the nation routinely clip it and give it to students with the admonition: “If you wish to write well, learn to write like this.” In 1971, a Fortune magazine feature on the Journal helped to cement the A-hed’s place as an icon of contemporary journalism by describing it as a story often so engaging and light “as almost to float off the page” (hence the title of this book).


If Mr. Kilgore, who died in 1967, helped invent the A-hed, it’s also true that the form was still very much a work in progress into the 1960s. On many days, the A-hed resembled that very first one—a short business story with a quirk. (One example: a piece on how World War II was very good for the greeting-card industry.) Alternatively, it was often a news feature. When the Soviet Union’s Nikita Khrushchev visited the United States in September 1959, his travels and doings occupied the A-hed spot for five days running—an occurrence entwined with a bit of Barney Kilgore lore. Or, as Fred Taylor, a Journal managing editor who was aboard then, recalls: “The late, great Barney Kilgore was gadget happy and had just got one of the first car phones. So the reporters trailing Khrushchev used Barney’s car, calling in their stories on the wonderful phone to the extent they ran down the car battery and got stuck somewhere in Iowa.”


The success of the A-hed owes as much to the quality of ideas as it does to good writing, and the idea factory itself owes much to Journal culture. Page One has always been famously picky about A-hed ideas, yet famously egalitarian about who comes up with them. It is still very much a decentralized art. Any reporter at the paper can pitch and write an A-hed for Page One, as can (and have) news assistants and interns (with proper guidance and editing, of course). Once an idea is accepted, the paper gives the lucky scribe what most metro newspapers would consider a languid amount of time to report and write a story that is usually under 1,500 words in length. True, many A-heds are done in a day or two, but it isn’t uncommon for A-heds to take a week to report and a week to write—even longer. Consider that when Journal staffer Carrie Dolan alighted in the San Francisco bureau as a fresh-faced college graduate in 1982, she soon found herself in conference with Ken Slocum, the taciturn Texan who was bureau chief at the time. A clever features man, Mr. Slocum had a Texan’s bias against what he considered fancy, overpriced, big-city hotels. He inexplicably shoved a note across the desk to Ms. Dolan that mused that it was probably possible for a person to travel across country for the price of a single night in the more expensive hotels in the Journal’s headquarters city of New York.


Carrie was starting to wonder what that had to do with her when Ken drawled: “So Carrie, you better get goin’”—and then broke into a chorus of the Willie Nelson song “On the Road Again.”


And off she went, in an account that appears in this book, driving for a week coast-to-coast in a cheap rental car, trying to prove Mr. Slocum’s theory in the A-hed column.


Ms. Dolan’s story shows what comes of a quirky set piece, well executed. The A-hed’s history is also filled with stories of opportunity—reporters in exotic, remote, even dangerous locations putting their well-honed features eyes to the ground around them and coming up with gems. Barry Newman, unquestionably the current dean of Journal A-hed writers, was banging about the Australian Outback in the spring of 1978 when he realized that the Aussies had built a barbed-wire fence longer than the Great Wall of China to separate sheep-eating dingoes (wild dogs) from the nation’s wool crop. It was certainly an A-hed but there was a small hurdle: A New York editor, who could not envision the splendor of such a fence from so far away, cabled Mr. Newman to say that such a story probably wasn’t worth spending more than $200 on. So Mr. Newman rented exactly $200 of air time from a local pilot with a small plane and got the color he needed from above.


Tony Horwitz, who won a Pulitzer Prize for the paper in 1995 for his coverage of workplace issues, recalls covering the conflict in Serbia and realizing that there were probably A-heds even in that madness. So one night, at considerable risk, he crawled up a hill above Sarajevo and into a Serbian sniper’s pit where he spent time with Serbian gunmen discussing Isaac Bashevis Singer stories while the Serbs sporadically sprayed sniper fire on Croats below. (Mr. Horwitz, now a full-time author on leave from The New Yorker, got his story; it was impossible to tell whether the Serbs got any of their targets.)


Adventure, pathos, humor, irony—this is the stuff of storytelling and the elixir of storytellers. If The Wall Street Journal were a house, the A-hed would surely be our front porch—a place where stories are spun out with a kind of spare exuberance, for an audience of clever listeners.


So pull up a chair and enjoy!


—KEN WELLS


*See page 3.








CHAPTER ONE
THE WAY WE ARE NOW
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1. Phone Hex



It was a first date, and Lee Cruz was necking in the car. In midtussle, she jostled the cell phone in her purse and, without realizing it, she triggered speed-dial No. 2, which rang up her ex-boyfriend.


He answered and listened in. For 22 minutes.


One thing she says struck her eavesdropping ex as especially memorable: “No, no,” she told the new beau. “You’re a married man.”


Introducing yet another unforeseen hazard of the Information Age—the SEND or TALK button on your wireless phone. On many portable phones, hitting SEND will automatically redial the last number you called or someone on your speed-dial list. So it takes just the tiniest slip of the finger to broadcast the audio track of your life to someone you know who wasn’t supposed to hear it.


“He didn’t have to sit there and listen to it,” moans Ms. Cruz.


But they almost always do sit there and listen.


“Of course I want to hear this,” says Andrea Carla Michaels, owner of Acme Naming, a San Francisco product- and company-naming firm.


A few years back, Ms. Michaels was treated to a half-hour answering-machine recording of her boyfriend at the time, Matt Palmer. Mr. Palmer, who had inadvertently pressed SEND on his cell, was discussing women with four male friends after a night of drinking at the Comet Club.


She could have erased the tape once she realized what was going on. But why on earth would she do that?


Ms. Michaels was 37 years old; Mr. Palmer was 27. Would Mr. Palmer’s friends make fun of the age gap? “I’m much more in the camp of wanting to know the worst than not wanting to know something,” she says. “There’s nothing I don’t want to know.”


In the end, Ms. Michaels herself was unmentioned in the taped conversation. But the next day she called Mr. Palmer and played back a few choice bits.


Mr. Palmer, who now runs MP8 International, an Internet telephony sales and marketing firm in Ketchum, Idaho, considers himself lucky. “It could have been a lot more incriminating than it was,” he says.


Few cell-phone nightmare scenarios come close to what Wendy Harrington inflicted on herself last summer. She had been fending off a particularly persistent suitor for weeks, but when he invited her for an island weekend, she accepted, on the condition that her roommate come along, too.


En route on the ferry, Ms. Harrington called her host from her cell phone and left a message giving him her arrival time. Then, as her phone sat in her purse, she apparently hit the SEND button just as her roommate was prodding her to explain why she wasn’t attracted to the guy. Ms. Harrington mentioned a few positives. But the 20 minute deconstruction soon turned brutally frank, touching on his habit of practicing his golf swing without a club and the two women’s general disinclination to like men who wear cologne and say “shucks.” Pouring on the salt, they discussed intimate details of Ms. Harrington’s previous relationship with someone she describes as the “kinky doctor.”


“I could not imagine a more emasculating conversation,” she says. Only as they prepared to step ashore did she realize her phone had been engaged to her host’s voice mail all the while.


“I hit END, feel a wave of dread—the kind that seems really bad at first and then just keeps getting worse,” she recalls, speaking on condition that her suitor, the island and her hometown not be named. “My stomach is now churning with the knowledge that I might really hurt this nice man who has shown me nothing but adoration.”


The poor fellow met the two women near the dock, and his uncomplicated smile suggested that he had yet to listen to the message. The three then headed for a restaurant, and he checked his voice mail. “Wendy, it sounds like you called me from the boat,” she remembers his saying. “It sounds like you’re having a great time.”


She dreaded the denouement, but he stayed on the phone only briefly and said he would get back to the message later.


That set the tone for the rest of the weekend. He received several other phone messages, always skipping over hers to listen to the new ones. They went waterskiing. They ate in restaurants. “The whole weekend his phone is terrifying me,” she says.


Finally Sunday arrived, and the women left for home. It was only then, apparently, that her message got through to her gracious host. “We never talked again,” Ms. Harrington says. One lesson she learned from the harrowing experience: Lock the keypad on your phone when you put it down.


But the more that wireless phones proliferate, the greater the chances of embarrassing faux pas. Not long ago, Ed Salvato, senior editor of PlanetOut.com Travel, a gay Internet travel site based in West Hollywood, Calif., and some friends were in a car having a very graphic conversation about the sexual adventures some men they knew had at a desert resort.


A half-hour later, Mr. Salvato’s mother phoned him. That wouldn’t be unusual, except that Mr. Salvato’s cell phone was new, and, while he had his parents’ number programmed into speed dial, they didn’t have his number. They did, however, have a new Caller ID device, and the two technologies colluded against Mr. Salvato. He had unwittingly dialed his parents, who overheard smatterings of the conversation and, after disconnecting, called back the number on Caller ID.


“Did you hear what we said?” Mr. Salvato asked his mother, alarmed. She just claimed to have overheard some “joshing.”


“She had ‘mother’s ears’ on,” he says with relief.


Some telephonic mishaps aren’t about sex. Robbie Herzig was deep into a job interview in Denver when a friend called. Ms. Herzig thought she was sending the call to voice mail, but instead accidentally answered it. The friend overheard her detailed pitch for more stock options and a bigger salary.


Ms. Herzig got the job, and now does strategic planning at Client Logic, which provides marketing and other services for e-commerce companies. But she has never told her boss about the cell-phone incident.


—MICHAEL M. PHILLIPS, May 2000


“I work for a technology company,” she explains. “You don’t want to admit that you can’t work technology.”



2. “Nothing Personal. We Sue All Our Friends.”



SAN FRANCISCO—There was romance in the resumes: She, a computer consultant turned fashion model; he, an Apple Computer engineer turned Silicon Valley entrepreneur. They were young, beautiful, wired for love.


But caution fell between them. During a yearlong courtship, Alfred Tom held back, wary of revealing too much. Then it happened. After an afternoon with friends, Mr. Tom took Angela Fu back to his car. There, on the front seat of his 1994 Integra, he went for it.


“Naturally, I flinched a bit,” Ms. Fu says. But in a stroke, it was done: a signed nondisclosure agreement, or NDA, in the parlance of the Net set. Henceforth, Ms. Fu would be sworn to silence about her boyfriend’s trade secrets.


DNA, meet NDA, your twisted, alphabetical cousin in the world of baser instincts. Long the province of lawyers, investment bankers and other traffickers in corporate secrets, nondisclosure agreements have gone mainstream.


Propelled by the Internet frenzy, an epidemic of secrecy pacts is spreading through personal relationships, passed between lovers, friends, relatives, roommates, even business partners.


The documents surface at dinner parties, weddings and sushi counters. One entrepreneur NDAed his rabbi, then his rabbi’s wife. Bill Gates NDAed the carpenters working on his home. Quincy Smith, who ran corporate development for Netscape before becoming a venture capitalist, fields NDAs from his parents’ friends, attached to business ideas.


Ask young and breathless Net heads at a picnic or family barbecue what they’re working on, and you’ll probably get back some blather like, “An end-to-end solution for e-commerce personalization in the business-to-business space.”


Ask what that means, in plain English, and out comes the NDA, materializing from breast pockets and knapsacks, PalmPilots, picnic baskets and glove compartments. “It’s one of the critical items for a date: car keys, credit cards, condoms and an NDA,” says high-tech consultant Mark Macgillivray.


Most of the forms involve one or two pages of standard legalese, pledging the signatory to silence concerning the bearer’s “intellectual property.” Judges have ruled NDAs enforceable in all 50 states, lawyers say, but good luck bringing tongue-waggers to court. Proving that somebody leaked proprietary information is seldom worth the time and expense it takes, attorneys say. Still, the truly paranoid—and indiscreet—collect hundreds of sworn secrecy pledges before their businesses ever earn a dime.


Philip Lee, co-founder of SportBug.com—“performance feedback over the Internet using satellite tracking”—usually makes people add their signatures, petition-style, to a two-sentence NDA he keeps scribbled on the back of his notebook. But caught unprepared at a restaurant recently, he dashed off a fresh secrecy oath for some business-school buddies on scratch paper, with his lawyer, who happened to be dining with him, adding “syllables and threatening language over my shoulder,” says Mr. Lee, 31 years old.


“The NDA is the 21st-century equivalent of the medieval wax seal,” says Kent Walker, associate general counsel of Netscape. “It’s a mystical incantation people rely on, when in fact the only real security is to keep your mouth shut.”


Mr. Tom tried that with Ms. Fu, until things heated up. At first, when his girlfriend asked about his work, “he said he’d tell me eventually,” Ms. Fu, 29, recalls. Finally, after dating a year or so, he popped the form. “I didn’t even read it,” she says. “I totally trusted him and I knew he trusted me.”


Really? After Ms. Fu signed the NDA, “I still didn’t tell her much,” says Mr. Tom, 30, who, suffice it to say, is developing a wireless-communications product. “But at least she could feel part of the conversation.”


Techies accept NDAs as part of the landscape. Some people from other walks of life, however, still bridle at being asked to commit their loyalty to a legal document to catch up with old friends.


Internet entrepreneur Eddie Lou—“We’re a first mover in a large, business-to-business vertical space”—had no problem getting his roommates, friends and girlfriend to sign NDAs. He keeps extra forms in his car.


But recently, two college buddies in the East, in separate phone calls, hung up on him when he told them they’d have to sign NDAs before hearing about his business.


When he called back one of them, a close fraternity brother who works in finance in New York, it happened again. “He said, since he’s not signing the NDA, he’s not in a position to talk to me, and hung up,” says the 28-year-old Mr. Lou. “Everybody here says ‘Give me the NDA,’ but people outside this area don’t understand.”


In most gatherings of digerati, wielding NDAs confers an aura of value on a start-up, even when, as in many cases, there isn’t any. But spring one on the wrong person, like a venture capitalist, “and it’s like writing on your forehead, ‘Look at me, I’m clueless! I don’t know how the game works,’” says Silicon Valley financier Guy Kawasaki.


That’s because the bigwigs of the Internet crowd—the professional investors, consultants, securities analysts and top technology writers—scoff at NDAs and don’t sign them on principle. They say they see too many similar ideas, dozens or more a week, to have their tongues tied by any single one. Instead, they preach the honor system to prospective entrepreneurs.


Yet horror stories abound of venture capitalists and others who said “trust us,” only to use secrets gleaned from one business plan to help another.


“Not only are NDAs important, but I think start-ups should go a step further,” says Internet tycoon Sabeer Bhatia, who doesn’t even tell hires for his latest company what they’re working on until they show up for work. Mr. Bhatia, 31, credits secrecy with giving his first start-up, Hotmail, a decisive six-month lead on the competition, paving the way for its sale to Microsoft for a reported $400 million in stock.


For Hotmail, Mr. Bhatia collected more than 400 NDAs in two years, from employees, friends, roommates—but no girlfriends. “A beautiful woman is a beautiful woman,” he says. “I just don’t tell them about my business.”


Mr. Macgillivray, the consultant, was chatting with friends at a crowded party recently, when somebody piped up with his latest business idea for an obscure computer-graphics process. “Two sentences into it,” Mr. Macgillivray says, “he pulled out the NDAs. Even the other Valley people looked at him and said,‘You’ve got to be nuts! We’re at a party, pal.’ He looked at us with disgust, more convinced than ever we were all there to rip him off.”


Jim Busis, co-founder of Wishbox.com—“a universal gift-registry for Gen Y” based in Pittsburgh—brandished several NDAs at the end of a small dinner party in his honor, taking several old friends by surprise. “Here’s a man to whom I confided many of the most intimate details of my bizarre divorce, swearing secrecy from me?” says Liz Perle, editor at large of publishing-house Harper San Francisco and a friend of Mr. Busis’s since college.


Mr. Busis, 43, explains NDAs are nothing personal, just a legal formality. He also NDAed relatives and friends in town for his daughter’s baby-naming ceremony last spring, he says. The rabbi who officiated at the ritual, and the rabbi’s wife, signed in Mr. Busis’s car on the way back to their hotel.


—PETER WALDMAN, November 1999


“At first I giggled and thought, ‘Who does Jim think I’m going to tell about this?’” recalls Rabbi Lennard Thal, vice president of the Union of American Hebrew Congregations in New York. “Then I was sort of flattered that he might actually have thought, in the circles I run, anyone would be interested.”



3. Men Will Be Boys …



TEMPE, Ariz.—A champagne-colored Lincoln Town Car cruises the fringes of nearby Arizona State University, pulling into the parking lot of McDuffy’s. It’s a popular student hangout with neon beer signs, perky waitresses and sports games blaring on multiple TVs. Four guys in shorts and sneakers pile out and head for the entrance.


“Uh-oh, it looks like I’m going to get carded,” says Dave Protz. The joke lasts as far as the door: After all, he is 44 years old.


Mr. Protz has come all the way from Plymouth, Wis., for five days of spring break—spring break for adults, that is. Grown-ups of all ages are taking advantage of a booming economy to whoop it up in the sun. Only instead of family vacations, these folks—mostly middle-aged men—are trying to relive their college days with outings that can resemble the rowdiness of the Fort Lauderdale beach scenes of lore.


Myrtle Beach, S.C., for example, has about a dozen new bars now catering to this special kind of March madness. For the mature spring-breaker, there are bikini contests, 75-cent draft beer and hairy-chest competitions. On a recent night, Jason Rice, a Myrtle Beach Area Chamber of Commerce official, happened to drive by Xanadu, a loud nightclub that advertises wet T-shirt contests; he saw a sea of people, many of them with gray hair, waiting to get in. “At this point, nothing surprises me,” says Mr. Rice, who estimates that one-third of the town’s $2.4 billion in tourism revenue pours in during the spring season.


For many of these post-college spring revelers, golf is the beard—that is, ostensibly the main attraction, and a convenient excuse to spouses and significant others left at home. The Tempe—Scottsdale area and Myrtle Beach have nearly 150 golf courses between them. And another magnet of the seven-iron set, Hilton Head Island, S.C., finds itself not coincidentally another of the places where the over-the-hill gang hangs out for spring kicks. The entertainment is somewhat high-brow in the town of 29,000, but a club called Monkey Business is still packed nightly, even if it requires shirts with collars.


Here in the Scottsdale area, some residents complain about aging revelers racing through town or streaking nude at hot-tub parties. “They’re obnoxious,” says Debi Gaitens, an executive recruiter who shuns downtown this time of year because of the crowds.


Granted, most of these baby-boomer retreats are hardly the stuff of MTV highlights; some aging spring-breakers declare defeat after one night of heavy drinking.


But on a recent weekend, Mr. Protz and his three buddies, all brothers-in-law from the same Wisconsin town, head straight from the airport to the liquor store to buy three bottles of Absolut vodka, which they promptly drink, stirred into tonic water, in the hot tub at their luxury condo. They groggily call it a night, but not before reminiscing about their own college spring breaks years and years ago. Only today, instead of six to a room in a dumpy beachside motel, they are staying two to a room in a $300-a-night condo.


The next evening, happy hour finds them at McDuffy’s, where the presence of a large number of college girls doesn’t seem to be a deterrent. “Why should the college kids have all the fun?” asks Mr. Protz, an impish salesman and self-appointed ringleader. A few months ago, he announced to his wife and three children that he deserved a chance to cut loose from the winter stress.


One of the brothers-in-law, Dean Wesenberg, needed a little arm-twisting to persuade him to tag along. “I’ve never done anything like this,” says the clean-cut 35-year-old Mr. Wesenberg, sitting awkwardly on a high stool at McDuffy’s.


Around him are bouncers in full referee gear who have had to eject older tourists for getting too fresh with the college girls. “They’re pretty harmless but you have to keep an eye on them,” says Jake Guzman, a manager at McDuffy’s.


Mr. Protz and company, though, take the attitude that, when in Rome, do as the Romans do. The next night, at a club called Giligin’s, the group finds itself alone at a table, watching the rest of the crowd dance and throw napkins at each other. They have run out of Monica Lewinsky jokes when two of them finally approach a couple of women at the bar about doing “Jell-O shots.”


This, according to a 19-year-old caddie they have met, is a popular game played by college students in bars here. The etiquette, such as it is, goes like this: The shot, a cube of Jell-O saturated in vodka, is placed upon some part of the anatomy. The imbiber then licks it off. Consent is highly advised.


Mr. Protz, in fact, jokingly offers to throw his own body into play. But the women, both youngish lawyers, laughingly decline, although one slurps up the spiked Jell-O from his hand.


Nearby, California lawyer Michael Lonich and 11 other buddies are shuffling about to the Doors’ ’60s anthem, “Break on Through,” while a DJ announces the next special on tequila shots. Each of them is pushing—or well past—40. “This place is perfect for adult spring break,” Mr. Lonich says. His group has spent five days watching spring baseball, playing video games in bars and drinking the night away. They have also played a round of golf a day—which Mr. Lonich says was the primary reason so many of his friends could slip away from their families.


As further proof of this, travel companies that specialize in booking golf vacations say they detect a surge in interest among their mostly male clients in being booked into places where opportunities to play the 19th hole match the challenges of the first 18. “One of the first questions my clients always ask me is where the bars are,” says Jeff Savage, president of Tee Time Travel Inc. in Scottsdale.


In fact, a government survey for the greater Scottsdale and Phoenix region found that, except for scenic beauty, golf was the No. 1 reason tourists said they came. But the sport ranked only seventh in activities tourists actually did. Two spots higher on the list: nightclubbing.


Beyond that, at least one campaign to lure golfers trades on the fact that some of the good old boys who go on golf vacations don’t mind ending up in places with lots of pretty girls. One ad for a Myrtle Beach golf package shows a young woman on a beach, poised in a sporty golf outfit.


Still, despite complaints in some corners of Scottsdale that the aging spring-breakers indulge in boorish behavior, most people here see the upside. There’s little danger the place will turn into a hot spot of middle-age rowdiness: Scottsdale’s high-priced hotels and green fees averaging $140 a round deter the honky-tonk tourists. “These aren’t kids,” says Richard A. Bowers, manager of the city of 190,000 residents. And among the estimated two million golfers who visit Scottsdale annually, most still come for golf.


It’s also not entirely clear whether Mr. Protz and the Wesenbergs, having gotten their spring break, will get a break back home. While the men are cavorting about Scottsdale, the Wesenberg wives and Doreen Protz are stuck back in six inches of snow, sipping Tom Collinses and plotting their revenge: Their own trip to Las Vegas. Or maybe Germany?


“He’s dead meat,” Lisa Marie Wesenberg says of her husband, Dean, who left for the trip on her birthday and hasn’t called since. Pam Wesenberg is also perturbed by the male exodus. “I don’t think husbands and wives should take separate vacations,” she says.


But not to worry. After two nights of bar-hopping and drinking, the spring-breakers opt for condo-cooked dinners, the hot tub and bed by nine. “I’m tired, I want to go home,” says Duane Wesenberg, complaining of body aches and a hangover.


—NANCY KEATES, March 1998



4. … And Some Boys Will Stay That Way



HOFFMAN ESTATES, Ill.—Carole Olis doesn’t know what to make of her 23-year-old son, Rob. He has been living at home since his graduation from college more than two years ago. Her six older children returned to the nest for just a few months and then bolted.


“I ask him, ‘Why don’t you move out with your friends?’” says Mrs. Olis, shaking her head. Rob has a ready answer: “They all live at home, too.”


Rob Olis and most of his buddies are launching their adult lives back at the homes where they used to play with LEGOs. Across the country, this new breed of mama’s boys—confident young men with jobs, college educations and girlfriends—bonds around refrigerators full of mom’s leftovers. And, when they are out partying, they remind each other to call home when it gets late.


And what of their female counterparts? More so than men, they are out on their own. Consider the statistics: Two decades ago, the percentage of men and women who spent at least part of their 20s living at home was equal—about 40 percent. Today, some 45 percent of men in their 20s return to the nest, while only about 35 percent of women do. And the gap may be widening, say Frances and Calvin Goldscheider, demographers for the Population Reference Bureau, a nonprofit group in Washington.


Among the twentysomethings of Generation X, the trend is spawning bizarre changes in mating rituals and lifestyles. In the hip bars of Denver, 24-year-old live-at-home Sean McDermott has learned to flirt—with no hope of inviting over a young woman later. “I evade the issue,” he says. Scott Tennery of Bedford, Texas, doesn’t necessarily want to invite anyone over, even if he could. His parents turned his bedroom into a guest room when he went away to Southern Methodist University. Now, back at home, he has a floral bedspread. Says Mr. Tennery, also 24: “It’s not very manly.”


Why are so many young men flapping back to the nest? Perhaps because it is stress-free. Dads keep them on a loose leash and moms do their cleaning. Daughters, meanwhile, get lectured and nagged. Young men are increasingly more willing to forgo independence in exchange for extra cash and mom’s doting. Some scholars say it is an odd re-creation of times past, when men often sought marriage right out of school with nurturing, nonworking women.


With delayed marriages and fewer girlfriends today willing to pick up wet towels, men “get a better deal at home,” says Pepper Schwartz, sociology professor at the University of Washington.


Women don’t fare so well. While a few parents of live-at-home sons turn their backs to intimate visits from girlfriends, they are almost never so liberal with their daughters and their boyfriends. At the same time, contemporary late-night etiquette makes it more imperative for women to live independently, says Martha Farnsworth Riche, demographer for the Population Reference Bureau. Generation X couples typically prefer to go back to the woman’s place after a night out—because it is usually cleaner for one thing. It is also considered to be more politically correct: Men now think they will get further, and in less trouble, if trysts are conducted on the woman’s turf.


Mr. Olis’s live-with-mom friends here in middle-class suburban Chicago get together for football and softball games and beer fests, sometimes with parents. This is hardly the way recent films like Reality Bites paint young graduates’ lives: messy coed apartments with romantically involved roommates.


Charlie Harrigan, a 23-year-old computer programmer who is the only one of this circle to have his own apartment, finds his friends’ live-at-home lives curious and confining. But he stubbornly stands by his crowd. “They’re my friends, regardless of the choices they make,” he says of the group, many of them Illinois State University graduates.


For his part, Mr. Olis says he sees no reason not to stick around home another year. An affable man, he sits down to family dinner at 6 p.m. after a day on the job marketing pagers. He likes to watch Seinfeld on television upstairs with his parents, though he has his own separate room in the basement.


So why, then, are his female friends cutting the umbilical cord? “I think,” says Mr. Olis, surrounded by his mother’s doll collection in the living room, “women feel like they have something to prove.” He reflects on this, hunched over a Lite beer, when suddenly his mom calls from the kitchen: “Robby! Get the coasters out!”


Moms of this generation, many of them divorced, seem mostly glad to have their sons back in the fold. The guys keep them company and help out with chores men often handle, such as mowing the lawn. Mrs. Olis, who isn’t divorced, offers another benefit: “He makes me laugh all the time,” she says fondly of Rob, her youngest son. His father, John Olis, notes that the $100 a month Rob pays in rent covers his expenses, and his presence isn’t much of a bother since he comes and goes as he pleases. “Robby has complete freedom,” Mr. Olis says.


Living at home is cushy. Merrilyn Baldassano, deemed one of the “coolest” moms by the suburban set, gets up at 1 a.m. to cook meals for 24-year-old Danny when he is hungry. “He’s spoiled,” says Mrs. Baldassano. She is pleased, though, that he often requests her meatloaf.


Of course, Danny says he can’t be as affectionate with his girlfriend, Trish, as he was in his apartment at college. But for now, good food and clean laundry are acceptable trade-offs for “half control of my life,” he adds.


Like Rob Olis and most of his live-at-home friends, Mr. Baldassano hasn’t been driven back home by the economy. A steel-screw salesman, he earns about $30,000 a year. “I could make it on my own,” he says. But if he paid hundreds of dollars a month for rent and bills in Chicago, he would have to cut back on his four-night-a-week pub crawls, $35 concert tickets and his $1,000 Las Vegas jaunts with friends.


Many of these X-ers want the extra cash to buy expensive toys. Denny Hennessey, a pleasant 28-year-old who recently moved home after six years on his own, is saving to trade his Pontiac Firebird convertible for a Jeep Cherokee. “All of my buddies are moving back. Why shouldn’t I save my money?” asks Mr. Hennessey, an account representative for a transportation firm. Other treats—like Cap’n Crunch cereal, a childhood favorite Mr. Hennessey’s mom recently tucked in the pantry—are just icing, he says.


Patrick Scialo thinks the money he saves living at home will eventually earn him a home of his own. He is 26 now and in no hurry to leave—he is targeting 30, the same age as his live-at-home brother. “I’m very content where I am,” says Mr. Scialo, a real-estate agent.


The young women in the suburban Chicago crowd, meanwhile, seem to value freedom over possessions. On visits to Chicago, the guys sometimes swing by the two-bedroom apartment of high-school friends Robin Templet and Robin Taglieri—and enter a different world. A portable CD player substitutes for a stereo. An ironing board serves as counter space in their sparse kitchen.


Yet liberation from rigid dinner schedules and nosy parents hasn’t freed them from live-at-home men. JoAnne Egan, whose relationship with Mr. Olis ended not long ago, is dating yet another live-at-home boyfriend with no plans to move out. Ms. Templet’s 26-year-old brother has lived at home for some time now.


Ms. Templet has become quite adept at separating the men from the boys. As a waitress at Chicago’s Gin Mill bar, she tests a well-groomed lad tipping her big bills one night by delivering the crucial question: “So, you live downtown?”


—CHRISTINA DUFF, October 1994


“Nah,” he says. “I’m, like, from the suburbs.” Ms. Templet translates—this is Generation X code for: “I live with mom.” Later, out of hearing of her would-be Romeo, Ms. Templet flips her long blonde hair and declares: “Total turnoff.”



5. Not Your Mother’s Cemetery



ST. LOUIS—Some people want to go quietly. Dorothy Schaffer wants to go digital.


“I didn’t want my kids to remember us as old tired Mom and Pop,” she says.


It’s a good bet they won’t. She and her husband, Lester, have enshrined their final message on the closest thing yet to a talking tombstone, a computer at Belle Rive cemetery here that functions as a kind of ATM of the dead.


It’s a stainless-steel obelisk, in a public room off the cemetery’s central office, with a computer screen bearing the mathematical sign of infinity. Mrs. Schaffer, a talkative grandmother of 84 years old, has no plans to die soon, but is dying to show off her digital memorial. She taps out S-C-H-A-F on a touch-screen pad, as visitors will do one day, and an image of the couple appears on the screen. Her voice, in stereo, emerges from the machine: “Whenever you listen, you’ll hear the voices of your ever-loving mother and dear dad …”


Mrs. Schaffer contemplates the effect on her family as they punch her up when she is no longer around: “I can hear them say, ‘Oh, Mom!’”


The memorial kiosk is only the newest, most futuristic example of tombstone technology that promises to transform cemeteries from places bound by granite into playgrounds of the imagination. Beyond computerized databases of the departed, vendors are offering small, battery-operated computers embedded in tombstones themselves. One of them, known as Viewlogy, is capable of displaying a digital scrapbook of photos and text. On top of that, computer-aided design and laser carving tools are making stonecutting and tombstone design cheaper, easier and more creative than ever before.


A decade ago, only the rich could afford chiseled busts of themselves or ornately carved epitaphs on headstones. Now, diamond wire saws hooked up to computers enable stonecutters to design complex shapes and cut them swiftly and precisely. As a result, some cemeteries, once quiet gardens of stone, are becoming libraries of quirky letters to the world. Columns and urns are giving way to mouse ears and motorcycles and other crypt kitsch.


Jeff Martell, president of Granite Industries of Vermont Inc. , estimates that a 3-foot-high shamrock he sells for $2,000 wholesale would have cost as much as $3,500 before the new technology. His Barre, Vt., company has sculpted Harley-Davidsons detailed down to the model year for several people killed in motorcycle accidents, a statue resembling Mickey Mouse for a child, a sea turtle, cars, pianos, airplanes, and “all the toys we have in our society today,” he says.


There’s a tombstone shaped like a life-size baby elephant in Moultrie, Ga.; a giant stone clothespin in Middlesex, Vt., ordered up by the head of a clothespin-making company; and a spectral golfer in Bedford, Ind., carrying his clubs.


New laser tools also enable tombstone designers to draw intricate portraits on stone, with resolution of 200 dots per inch, comparable to a basic ink-jet printer. Schott Monument Co. in Cincinnati has etched guitars, horse heads, cats, and an image of a computer monitor and keyboard on tombstones.


For those embracing the new technology, one allure is the ability to get in not just the last word but a long last monologue. W. Odell Goodman of Dover, N.C., had Joyner’s Memorial Inc. design a 20 foot-long tombstone covered with 27 paragraphs of text detailing his personal philosophy, life story, genealogy and a few other tips. “I, W. Odell Goodman, am inviting the U.S. people and people of the world to visit Maplewood Cemetery, Kinston, N.C., 28501 … and learn how our sacred federal law, government and quota controls will save the U.S.,” it says.


Clyde Chamberlin, a Zephyrhills, Fla., tombstone enthusiast who has photographed this and other unusual stones, calls them “messages to the world.” Plus, he says, “you can’t argue with it.”


Irene Kirchner, 67, has had portraits of her five Pekingese dogs copied from photos onto her tombstone (leaving room for future dogs). Across the front, she asked Trademark Etching of Carthage, Ill., to draw a train, representing the 30 years she spent working for a railroad company. “I’d thought about it for a long time,” she says. “I just thought it would be best if I did it myself, because when I’m gone they wouldn’t know how I wanted it.”


Ms. Kirchner isn’t alone. “People think, ‘What I do is important.’ They refuse to be buried where they can’t express themselves,” says Helen Sclair, a Chicago cemetery historian. She has noticed more tombstones popping up with recreational themes—knitting needles, bingo cards and Scrabble boards. Others point to the popularity of the Peace Light, a solar-powered light that adds an ethereal atmosphere to tombs.


Some experts say the new technologies seem serendipitously timed, coinciding with a boom in personalization by a generation obsessed with making personal statements. “When the baby-boom generation gets here, look out. They’re going to be individuals in death just as in life,” says Dan Majestic, marketing manager at the bronze division of monument maker Matthews International Corp. of Pittsburgh.


But others say technology is simply an invitation to an impulse that dates back beyond the Egyptians. “Back then, people wanted to preserve food and pets,” says Paul Saffo, a technology forecaster at the Institute for the Future. “Once upon a time, they wanted to preserve bones, then their memories, then their information.”
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