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  feeding the wolf
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  Something is profoundly wrong with the way we live today. For thirty years we have made a virtue out of the pursuit of material self-interest: indeed, this very pursuit now constitutes whatever remains of our sense of collective purpose. We know what things cost but have no idea what they are worth.

  —Tony Judt, Ill Fares the Land

  The worship of the golden calf has found a new and heartless image in the cult of money and the dictatorship of an economy which is faceless and lacking any true human goal.

  —Pope Francis


  nickled and dimed
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  Throughout my adult life, my income has fallen within a couple of thousand dollars of the national median income. My wife, Hilde, has been kind enough to oversee our financial affairs, so for fifty years I’ve had little idea how much money I made per week, month, or year. Whatever it was seemed enough, even a little more than enough, so everything was fine.

  In the years before Hilde, as an only child in western Pennsylvania and then Hawaii, my father’s business career kept my mother and me in relative comfort. I have a single lasting memory concerning money from the Pennsylvania years. On a warm summer day, we were visiting my grandparents in Jeanette, an industrial town near Pittsburgh, and all of us—father, mother, grandparents, aunt, uncle, and three cousins—had gathered on the front porch after dinner.

  “Hey, Mikey!” my father said in his customarily loud voice. “Here’s a riddle for you!” A wide smile on his ruddy face, he held both big hands toward me, palms upward, a shiny silver coin in each hand. I was so young I had no idea what the coins were, though one was nearly twice the size of the other. “Take whichever one you want!” he demanded.

  Sensing a trick, I reached and took the smaller coin.

  “Look!” my father exclaimed in a voice that must have been heard up and down the block. “Look what Mikey did! He grabbed the dime instead of the nickel! When this kid grows up, he’ll be rich!”

  At that precise moment, I became resentful of people who place money at the center of their lives.

  When I was ten years old, we moved all the way from western Pennsylvania to Hawaii, where I attended Punahou School in Honolulu, the same prep school Barack Obama graduated from in 1979, and which, in his autobiography, he accurately defined as “an incubator for the island’s elite.”

  After my Punahou graduation in 1955, my parents moved to California, and for the next few years I led a chaotic life: as a college football player, a laborer, a sometimes homeless vagabond, and an enlisted man in the army in Germany, where I met and married Hilde. Three years after my army discharge, with a master’s degree in English Language Arts from San Francisco State, I took a college teaching job in Ashland, Oregon, where Hilde and I, along with our extended family, live today.

  Ashland, thanks to its Shakespeare Festival, university, ski resort and magnificent surrounding countryside, has often been included in those Ten Best Small Towns and Ten Best Places to Retire lists published in national magazines. The resulting notoriety has made it a relatively expensive place, with neighborhoods of luxury cars and monstrous SUVs parked alongside multi-million-dollar homes. A surprising number of these dwellings are 4,000, 6,000, 8,000 square feet, with a few even larger than that. Many of these lavish residences are occupied by retired elderly couples rattling through their golden years among six or eight bathrooms, ten or a dozen bedrooms, plus maybe an indoor pool, billiard room, and arboretum.

  Luckily, Hilde and I arrived in town decades before gentrification set in, so our modest income remains more than adequate. We’ve even been able to help our children with modest sums of money when they needed it. Our daughter, Ingrid, is a fifth grade teacher who loves her work and does it very well, and our son, Pete, who read Thoreau and took his ideas to heart, is happy with a hard, simple outdoor life, working as an arborist and specializing in big tree work.

  I include these details to make an essential point: my life has thrown me into close contact with people in every economic circumstance, from the homeless to the very rich indeed. I’ve slept on the ground in Central Park in wintertime New York as well as in exquisitely furnished mansions in Hawaii. I’ve dined on gourmet food at private clubs and gone three days and nights without a bite to eat.

  All of this matters because of our oldest grandchild, Billy Hansen, Ingrid’s son, who became a college freshman this year. Before it was time for him to leave home, I felt obliged to talk to him about what I believe to be a healthy attitude toward money. In attempting this, I knew I had to be careful. An overbearing adult will usually do more harm than good when dealing with a youngster, and a condescending adult will do worse. No matter how clear things seemed to me, I had no right to assume that someone else, who happens to be younger, who I happen to love, should embrace my viewpoints. But I did want Billy to know what I believed: that money is a necessary evil, and that he needed to figure out how evil it was, and how much of it was necessary.

  While preparing to write this narrative about the months between Billy’s commitment to Regis University and his departure for Denver, I made notes at least once a day. The places, events and conversations, my random thoughts, my mistakes, my confusions and biases, are accurately recorded.

  To begin with, some admissions: I feel nothing but disdain for today’s Republican Party, and I regard many rich people with a blend composed of equal parts scorn and pity. When Billy and I talked, I usually tried to hide these biases, or at the very least to soften them. But occasionally I slipped up and found myself trashing the Republicans and the rich. All I can offer in defense of my failings is what seems to me to be the clear truth: Republicans have been trashing America lately, and history leads to the inescapable conclusion that the rich, in their sundry ways, have been trashing the poor for centuries, and they remain hard at it today.

  Timing had a lot to do with my dilemma. Adding to my lifelong skepticism about the actual value of money, and my horror at what too much or too little of it can do to decent people, was the 2012 presidential campaign. Choosing from among a pack of hacks and fools, the Republicans nominated Wilfred Mitt Romney, a wealthy man, as Hunter Thompson once expressed it in regard to another Republican (Richard Nixon), “with no soul, no inner convictions, with the integrity of a hyena and the style of a poison toad.”

  Republican lies and evasions proliferated through the months before Billy left home, and this was the year he would vote for the first time in a state that mattered. Was my grandson ready for Mitt Romney? I hoped not. Was he ready for me? Maybe.

  Quotations from books, plays, poems, and magazines are liberally interspersed through my narrative. Many of these come from writers who have influenced me from an early age, and despite the fact that twenty-first-century technology seems to be working relentlessly to deaden us to the written word in all its traditional forms, I cling to a hope that my grandson and his generation, and generations to follow, will somehow learn to take some time and find quiet places to sit and read.

  $ $ $

  Even in a palace it is possible to live well.

  —Roman Emperor Marcus Aurelius


  bigger and better
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  As one digs deeper into the national character of the Americans, one sees that they have sought the value of everything in this world only in the answer to this single question: how much money will it bring in?

  —Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America

  $ $ $

  On a Sunday evening in the lobby of the Ashland High School gym, with friends, coaches, family, and newspaper reporters in attendance, Billy Hansen formally signed his national letter of intent, officially accepting a full-ride scholarship offer to play basketball for Regis University, a private Jesuit school in Denver.

  Here is what I had found earlier that day on the school’s website:

  Regis University educates men and women of all ages to take leadership roles and to make a positive impact in a changing society . . . This vision challenges us to attain the inner freedom to make intelligent choices. We seek to provide value-centered undergraduate and graduate education, as well as to strengthen commitment to community service. We nurture the life of the mind and the pursuit of truth within an environment conducive to effective teaching, learning and personal development.

  Through the years I’ve recommended books to Billy, and when he was fourteen I thought he was ready for The Catcher in the Rye. As I read from the Regis website I remembered Pencey Prep, the fictional school in Agerstown, Pennsylvania that Holden Caulfield attends in the novel.

  I read over the passage where Holden tells us that Pencey advertises “in about a thousand magazines” and that their promotional material makes the claim that since 1888 Pencey has been “molding boys into splendid, clear-thinking young men.” Included with these ads is a photo of “some hot-shot guy on a horse jumping over a fence.” But Holden also tells us that he’s never seen a horse anywhere near Pencey, and that he “didn’t know anybody there that was splendid and clear-thinking and all. Maybe two guys . . . And they probably came to Pencey that way.”

  I had both fears and hopes regarding Regis, founded in 1877, eleven years before the fictional Pencey. Hopefully Billy’s chosen school wouldn’t turn out to be an administrator-bloated, adjunct-taught, grade-inflated, beer-drenched, drug-addled country club for spoiled kids. I wanted to believe that a healthy number of teachers there took the university’s stated mission seriously; and I was certain that, as at Pencey, what Regis students brought to their school went a long way toward determining what they would take away.

  $ $ $

  A winner in the genetic lottery, Billy has been a gifted basketball and baseball player ever since elementary school. Through middle school and high school, he was what teachers and parents commonly call a great kid: an athlete who cultivated friendships outside the jock circle, didn’t drink or use drugs, never bragged or swaggered, and took his studies seriously. He was a handsome, popular, justifiably confident boy.

  But like nearly all his peers, he seems addicted to cell phones, iPods, video games, and the like. As he grows toward young manhood, with the customary technological and human distractions, he reads less and less. And I’ve known for two years that he’s harbored fantasies about getting rich. The first indication came one afternoon in the high school gym when I overheard him confide to a friend that he hoped to someday live in a mansion.

  I can’t blame him for that or any other such desires because he’s growing up in America, where most people spend a great deal of time discussing, almost always adoringly, often reverently, money and all the presumably wonderful things it can buy, and where everything bigger, from a pizza to a car to a house to a penis, is supposedly better for sure.

  I planned to talk about much of this with Billy, and I thought it might possibly work. Besides being relatives, we’re friends. Growing up next door to us, he spent countless nights at our house, ate hundreds of meals here, and watched sporting events, TV shows, and movies in our living room. (The TV shows began with Sponge Bob Squarepants and Looney Tunes and progressed through the years to House M.D.) He and I shot thousands of baskets out in the driveway. We hiked, camped, and fished together. We played dozens of games of checkers and chess and hundreds of hands of gin rummy and Texas hold ’em poker. All of this became especially important after his parents divorced and our home became a sanctuary for him when he needed it. We talk openly and honestly with one another, and it helps that the time I spent in locker rooms and army barracks left me comfortably fluent in the language teenage boys inevitably hear and use.

  Naturally enough, these days Billy spends more time out with his friends than he used to, often out of town or out of state for basketball and baseball games; but even then we stay in touch through the same technology I’ve come to have doubts about: cell phone calls, texting, and Facebook posts.

  I felt I had to try to get through to him, and I thought I had a chance.


  a parcel of dropsies
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  A grandfather told his grandson that two wolves inside the boy were fighting. One animal represented peace, love, and kindness, while the other stood for fear, hatred, and greed. “Which one will win?” asked the boy. “Whichever one I feed,” answered the grandfather.

  —Mohawk Indian lore

  The love of possessions is a disease in them.

  —Chief Sitting Bull, speaking of Americans at the Powder River Conference, 1877

  $ $ $

  Billy and I met at the high school gym after his last class to shoot baskets: three-pointers, mid-range jump shots, free throws, and after that some dribbling and cutting drills. This was baseball season, but practice wouldn’t start until half past five, and, insofar as he can, Billy keeps both sports going straight through the year.

  The gym was empty, the collapsible bleachers rolled back against the sidewalls. A few decades ago, I played the sport myself, and I still like a basketball court: the bright overhead lights, the smoothly polished floor marked with straight lines, the sounds of a ball bouncing off hardwood and swishing through a clean, white net.

  Immediately we fell into the easy rhythm of it, and Billy, a six-foot-three shooting guard, was on. I fed him the ball with bounce passes. The three-pointers and jumpers dropped, and he was hitting fifteen to twenty free throws in a row.

  I bounced the ball back after a free throw.

  “How’re classes going these days?”

  “Real good, I think.”

  “Grades okay?”

  Another free throw, another bounce pass back.

  “I think so. Yeah, they’re good. I have a math test Wednesday.”

  “Is math still pretty easy for you?”

  “Yeah it is.”

  Another make, another pass, and so it continued.

  “It was for me too. I thought about majoring in it.”

  “How come you didn’t?”

  “I just liked writing better. I might major in math if I had it to do over. What I mean is, finding jobs you really wanted was easier when I was young. Math’s definitely in high demand these days. You have plenty of time to figure out what you like, what you really want to do. However you make a living, you want it to be something you enjoy. Something you care about.”

  “Philosophy’s pretty cool.”

  “You like philosophy a lot?”

  Another make, another pass, and then a pretty girl with dark, lustrous hair walked through a side door into the gym, all the way across the floor and out a door on the far side. When Billy looked back over his shoulder to smile at her, she waved and smiled back.

  “Was it a class that got you interested in philosophy?”

  “More like a teacher. Actually I was pretty sure I’d hate the class at first, but Mr. Cate made it really interesting. I ended up liking it a lot. Maybe I could figure out a major combining philosophy and math.”

  After a miss off the back rim, Billy muttered “shit” under his breath and went back to the three-point line.

  “If there’s time, let’s get some tacos after this,” I said.

  We always ended Billy’s shooting sessions with what we called his “routine,” meaning that before quitting, he had to hit four three-pointers, four jump shots, and four free throws—twelve consecutive shots without a miss. Today he did it on his third try.

  He finished up with ten minutes of the dribbling and cutting drills.
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  La Tapatia is a typical Mexican combination grocery store and restaurant in Phoenix, a small town a few miles north of Ashland, and on Mondays their tacos, remarkably good ones, sell for a dollar apiece.

  Everything in the old building is immaculate. Entering from a busy two-lane street, you pass by shelves stacked with canned goods, jars of cookies and candy, small sacks of tortilla flour, and dried peppers and beans, and then come to a long counter with meat displayed behind glass: whole fish laid out on crushed ice, prawns on ice, strips of lean beef, chorizo sausage, tongue, lung, brains, gobs of assorted intestines packed into plastic bags, and deep fried pork rinds. Where the display case ends, the restaurant begins with a wooden counter where orders are taken and numbers are handed out.

  A prominent poster is taped to the wall beside the ordering counter:

  THE LA TAPATIA CHALLENGE

  BUY 30 TACOS FOR $30

  EAT THE 30 TACOS IN 30 MINUTES

  GET YOUR $30 BACK AND WIN A $50 PRIZE

  “A guy on the water polo team tried it last week,” Billy told me, indicating the poster. “He got up to twenty-two and had to sprint outside and puke. We heard a while back some guy from Medford made it up to twenty-eight-and-a-half. I’d like to see Joey Chestnut try it.”

  “He’s the one who beat Kobayashi in the hot dog eating contest.”
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