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Introduction



[image: image]bout halfway along this paper trail, I was invited to teach a course at Stanford on opinion writing, which I called, “Telling People What You Think.”


This is the phrase my daughter came up with many years ago when a friend asked her what my job was. Katie said, “My mom is a columnist.” Her friend then promptly followed up with: “What’s a columnist?” At that point, Katie answered, “My mom gets paid for telling people what she thinks.” I’ve never come up with a much better job description.


But when I arrived at Stanford and opened up the course catalog, I discovered my course had morphed into “Telling People What to Think.”


After gagging a few times, I went down to the main office and explained the problem. The secretary was most apologetic and promptly sent out a campus-wide correction. When I opened up my e-mail, I discovered that I was teaching a course on “Telling People How They Think.”


I had evolved from being a fascist to being a neurobiologist in one slip of the keyboard. I had gone from uttering dogma to reading minds.


Now I sit here with columns chosen from over the last decade—across a trail on which I was both a fellow traveler and an observer—and I think there was a tip in the typos.


Opinion-writing and opinion-speaking over the course of these years have become something closer to a combat sport: opinion-hurling. We moved into a time when politics became polarized and political debate became more like a food fight. The Olympic sport of opinion-hurling found a stadium on talk radio and cable TV, the playing fields of certitude. Americans have felt ambivalent about many issues of the past decade—from abortion to gay marriage, from welfare reform to globalization—but rarely heard that ambivalence in the media. On the panels and round tables that dot TV, they only see two sides of an issue when people filled with certainty and untinged with doubt are invited to duke it out.


I confess that I’ve resisted lining up for the opinion food fights. I only agreed once to go on the O’Reilly Factor. That afternoon, as I raced to the car that would take me to the TV station, I literally ran into the glass door of my office building—a door that had been there for as many years as I had—and ended up with a black eye. That was God’s way of telling me to give Bill O’Reilly a good leaving alone.


But generally I have found a less self-destructive way to avoid the opinion hurling circuit. When the booker asks me for a quick view on assisted suicide or the death penalty or affirmative action, all I have to say is “well, that’s complicated” or “I have mixed feelings about that.” I can hear the phone heading back to the cradle.


On my travels back and forth to Maine in the summer, I listen to talk radio. The voices of the anchor and the call-in audience seem linked by anger as much as politics. I am not sure why certitude is so much the rage. And rage is the right word. I have on my desk books written by folks in the Telling People What to Think business: Useful Idiots, Treason, Stupid White Men, Lies and the Lying Liars Who Tell Them. You get the picture.


When I was testing out names for this collection of columns, a friend joked that to fit with the tenor of the times and baritone of the bestseller list, I should call it I’m Right, You’re Wrong, or Shut Up and Listen to Me.


I’ve tried to stay on my own, somewhat separate trail through this increasingly noisy corridor. The columns on these pages were written for people who argue with both hands, the one and the other, and occasionally end up with them clasped together.


Most of these pieces began with curiosity rather than conclusion. I set about writing with a question for myself as well as readers: What’s going on here? Do we really want to be putting human eggs for sale? What do we make of a world in which some folks hide women under chadors and others expose them on your laptop? Why, in the wake of the Columbine high school shooting or the Oklahoma City bombing or even September 11, do people talk about the need for closure? Do we really think the loss of a child or a homeland can be healed in time for dinner?


The other day after I gave a speech in Des Moines, a woman came up and said: “You’re always writing what I’m thinking.” I laughed and answered, “Well, we’re both in trouble then.” But I suspect that I write what she’s thinking about. We both open up the morning paper or log on to the computer or turn on TV and say, “Oh no, now hormones causeAlzheimer’s?” “Now marriage is the national anti-poverty program?” “Hillary did what?


But of course most people then go to work or to the cleaners or to pick up the kids from school. It’s my odd business to figure out the promises and dangers of, say, cloning or zero tolerance or the search for the perfect mom.


The questions that most intrigue me take time, and time is the commodity in shortest supply. In the decade reprised here, our lives have gone on fast-forward. The one thing that typified this era beyond the polarization of debate was the speed.


News became 24/7. The Internet now has a new edition out every minute. A scandal is treated like a commodity to be marketed. A story becomes all the rage and disappears as quickly as the suitor in Who Wants to Marry a Millionaire. Or for that matter Princess Di.


I labeled one part the Speed Zone, because this is the neighborhood that we moved into. Multitasking became the norm. Our attention span shrank faster than the sound bite. Our learned attention deficit disorder is now so acute that we skip from Elian Gonzalez to Elizabeth Smart, from O.J. Simpson to Kobe Bryant, from one “trial of the century” to another “trial of the century,” from one superstar and reality program to the next.


The op-ed page that’s been my home for more than twenty-five years is one of the few places in the media reserved for those who want to resist that trend. It’s the designated thoughtful corner of the newspaper.


It’s always been a challenge to reflect on deadline, let alone in 750 words. It’s been tricky to write with perspective from the inside of an ongoing story, whether it’s a sex scandal in the White House or war in Iraq.


But I can see how much trickier it became during the time span covered in these pages, when I often worried that speed would trump thoughtfulness and the sell-by date on a commentary seemed shorter than ever.


I have been aware of this speed zone, been affected by it and resisted it as well. As I chose the columns for this book, I revisited the stories that came and went as quickly as Wayne Bobbitt. I left many columns by the wayside, especially the ones about political flaps that seemed so important—for a day or two. I included others as souvenirs from the trail, small pieces of paper to mark the way.


There are four columns in these pages on Hillary Clinton as she evolved from first lady to wronged wife to Senator—an incredible journey for a woman who has been an icon or perhaps a Rorschach test for her generation. There are as well a handful of pieces on the Lewinsky scandal. Remember when the feminist slogan was “the personal is political.” Be careful what you wish for. In this decade the political became (too) personal.


In the time I have followed the women’s movement—what I think of literally as the “movement of women”—there were arguments over everything from burqas to Botox. In the welfare reform debate, the right and the left, the Republicans and the Democrats, men and women signed on to a social change so radical that no one actually acknowledged it: A mother’s place is in the workforce. Or should I say, a poor mother’s place is in the workforce? We completed a huge transformation without answering the question that was asked at the outset: Who will take care of the children?


Meanwhile the family-values debates that once raged around working mothers raged with all the same intensity around the issues of gay rights and especially gay marriage. Abortion remained a flashpoint, but it also became the issue behind new bioethical debates from cloning to stem cells.


I cannot retrace my steps along this trail without stopping short a few times. A column from the 2000 presidential trail, a campaign of trivia and factoids that took place while in a soaring economy and a peaceful world, was eerily prescient. I worried in print that we’d forgotten how fragile the economy could be and how dangerous the world could become.


A year later, early on September 11, 2001, after sketching out a column on Serena and Vanessa Williams, I logged on to the Internet to send the outline to my office. There on AOL was the shocking image of a plane crashing into the World Trade Center. I rushed to the television in time to watch the twin towers come, incredibly, down, and then another plane hit the Pentagon and a fourth crash in the Pennsylvania soil.


I have included here the rawest of impressions from that day when I felt and wrote that “everything has changed.” Did everything change? We still don’t know exactly how much our world tilted. But the war on terrorism evolved into a war with Iraq in ways we are still unraveling. September 11 led all of us into a life of bag searches and homeland security alerts and the uncertain leadership of a photo op president in full gear on a flight deck.


My companions on this trail have been skepticism, the perspective that we call humor and, I guess, something in the DNA that says, “wait a minute.” Did the President call it preventive war? Wait a minute. Did you say that Bill Bennett, the virtue monger, is a gambler? Wait a minute. Did you say the doctor offering to clone himself is named Seed? Whoa.


But these columns are not just about the wider world. When I first began as a columnist, I deliberately set out to write across the retaining walls that separated private life from public life. So I have written as someone on this trail as well. I’ve written as an insider—not to Capitol Hill battles but to everyday struggles with growing kids and aging parents, with culture wars and gender skirmishes.


At the beginning of this trail, cell phones were relatively rare, e-mail had not yet become universal, Spam was still in a can, and Google wasn’t even a company, let alone a verb. Like all of us, I have been playing catchup to technology and questioning it. Like many, I have lived on a two-trail life, fast and slow. I have felt that tension between the pace of the Internet and the natural rhythms, especially those of a tidal cove in Maine.


Some of these columns are about the American family; others are about my family. Some are as universal as Thanksgiving and others as personal as my daughter’s wedding. My “true confessions” are limited to a blushing admission of golf or coffee addiction.


I actually chose Paper Trail as the title for this book after hearing someone dismissed as a potential political candidate. “He’ll never make it,” said a colleague. “He has a paper trail a mile long.”


A paper trail was a liability? I couldn’t disagree more. I think of this trail as a record, a running commentary on these times and my times. This is my path tracked through the newspaper pages, to remind us of what we’ve been through, where and who we are.


Finally, these ten years have been surprising ones for me. This is the time of life we optimistically call “midlife,” as if we were all going to live to be a hundred. It has been richer, less settled, more questing, than I ever imagined as a young woman.


For all the events of these years, the ones that have touched me the most have happened in the last monthst—he birth of a grandson in Montana and the arrival of a granddaughter from China.


There must be some pheromone, some chemistry that marks the entry into grandparenthood, opening up new emotional spaces. Logan was born three weeks early into a troubled world, a small life-affirming wonder. Our Cloe arrived, at a year old, the arc of her short life transformed from being abandoned to being treasured.


They have already taught me how small the world and how wide open the future. Their trail begins here and now.








American Scene
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AMERICANS LIKE THINKING OF “US,” NOT “US AND THEM.” THEY BELIEVE IN EQUALITY. THEY REJECT CLASS AND PRIVILEGE…. THAT WOULD BE FINE IF EQUALITY WERE A GUIDING PRINCIPLE, SOMETHING THAT REQUIRED RENEWED COMMITMENT IN EVERY GENERATION. BUT IT’S A SCAM IF WE THINK IT’S REALITY, A FANCIFUL SELF-PORTRAIT THAT CAN’T BE CRITICIZED.


—FROM “CLASS WARRIORS,” JANUARY 12, 2003
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THE SELF-SERVICE GENERATION
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[image: image]t is 8:30 in the morning, and I am standing at a gas station in a silk suit with an unusual fashion accessory dangling from my right hand. This metal and rubber accouterment looks exactly like a gasoline hose.


In fact, it is a gasoline hose.


I am poised (for disaster) at this petroleum establishment that boasts of self-service—which is to say, no service, because there is no longer any station on my corner that has “full service,” which is to say, any service.


At precisely 8:33, as if on cue, the hose balks, the gas leaps from its point of destination and proceeds to decorate my skirt in a fashion familiar to Jackson Pollock fans.


The transfer of gas to silk is accompanied by expletives that will be deleted for the family newspaper. It is followed by a return home, a change of clothes, a trip to the cleaners and a delayed start of more than an hour.


Normally I would spare you the details of a gasoline-splattered morning. But this event was accompanied by a reverie about the brave, new economy.


We all know the now-classic joke about the job market. An economist exclaims about the millions of new jobs, and a worker counters, “I know, I have four of them.” In my variation on this theme, another economist brags about jobs in the service industry, and the consumer says, “I know, I’m doing them all.”


The fastest-growing part of the economy is not the service industry. It’s the self-service industry. The motto of the new age is: Help Yourself.


The generic story is that of the company phone operator, whose job has been outsourced to customers. The great American gripe is about the endless minutes spent wending our way through multichoice listings before we get to the person or information we want. (Press 9 for Frustration.)


But that’s just the beginning.


We now have a supermarket that not only allows us to pick our food from the shelves but scan it ourselves at the checkout counter. We have telephone companies where so-called “directory assistance” forces us to shout the town and name we are after into an electronic void.


Across the country, home delivery is increasingly replaced by pickup. If you buy something, U-Haul. If you break it, U-Haul it back. And if it’s a refrigerator, you sit home at the convenience of the truck driver.


Even in the world of alleged health care, once house calls went the way of milkmen, we learned to haul each body part to a separate specialist. But now we are sent home from hospitals with instructions on self-care that stop just short of a do-it-yourself appendectomy.


I am not opposed to the self-help ethic. I am still amazed and delighted that an ATM machine in Seattle will give $100 to a woman from Boston.


But I rebel at the casual ways corporations have downsized by replacing employees with consumers. Did anyone ask us if we want to moonlight for them?


Of course, this is all done, or so we are told, in the name of competition, lower prices and the American way. When Southwest Airlines initiated a policy of BYO food and had passengers transfer their own bags, the airline bragged of low fares. But sooner or later, competitors will pare down, fares will creep up, and we will be left toting the bag.


Where are the economists who tally up the cost-shifting of time and money and energy from them to us? When companies boast that we pay less for gas, do they include the cost of our labor, not to mention dry cleaning?


Do companies add up the wages lost while the country’s on hold?


(Press 8 for Outrage.) And do they include the cost to us of being hassled?


I hear that a modest rebellion is encouraging a few new businesses—even an oil company—to advertise their latest frill: people. But the whole trend of the new economy is some perverse play on the great American can-do spirit. That we can do everything on our own and without ever encountering another human being.


But before my gas tank runs dry again, may I suggest a rallying cry from those who only serve themselves: Help!


October 20, 1996








[image: image]
THE LATEST RAGE
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[image: image]hen did I first come down with cell phone rage, you ask?


Oh, maybe you didn’t ask, but as an advocate of free speech who has been sorely tried, I’ll tell you anyway.


It came over me at lunch a few years ago when my companion’s pocketbook rang. For the next ten minutes, this very, very busy woman talked to her office while I was left to study the leaf patterns on my arugula.


Then, of course, there was the day of my niece’s college graduation when a very, very important father was seen talking his way through the baccalaureate.


Finally there was the evening when an utterly indispensable man seated near me at the theater could be heard doing his own dialogue over the phone to some absent co-star.


By now there is hardly a person in the country who hasn’t experienced cell phone abuse and inner rage. There are 66 million phones bouncing off satellites and at any moment I am sure, 10 percent of them are offending someone.


So I was thrilled at the news that a New York commuter railroad company is considering a no-phone zone. It seems that the suburbanites who trek to the center of Manhattan every day did not suffer their phone rage silently. Surrounded by the chattering classes, they demanded the passenger’s right to ride in a car without noise pollution.


The presenting symptom was volume control. As the spokesman for the train company said, “For reasons that we can’t figure out, people are hollering into their cell phones.”


In fact, cell phones have become the boom boxes of the 1990s. Gray-flanneled men and women who wouldn’t be caught dead carrying a boom box onto the commuter train carry a mobile voice box that disturbs the peace with equal disregard. The cell phone, however, has become a status symbol on par with the SUV. It’s audible proof that you are too busy to waste a minute and too essential to be out of reach for a second.


Anyone who’s shared a park bench or an airplane with a phone abuser can tell you just how free he is with his speech. I have been bombarded with the details of business and other affairs. If, on the other hand, you turn sweetly and ask, “What did you say that stock was selling for?” or, “Why is your friend’s wife leaving him?” you will be accused of eavesdropping.


I admire the guerrilla tactic of the New York commuter who sat beside so many lawyers conducting business that he finally made a tape recording that blared, “Your attorney-client privilege is no longer privileged!”


OK, cellular phones are great for emergencies. In my life, an emergency includes getting directions when I’m lost, ordering Chinese food to take home, and—oh, well, I admit it—calling my mother.


But if cell phone rage is a reaction to noise pollution, I think it’s also and more commonly induced by public space pollution. Not long ago everyone was commenting on how the Walkman privatized the public world, turning people inward so they could waltz or rock through their community without being a part of it.


Well, the mobile phone promotes a verbal gated community; you can shut out everyone around you. It’s become a personal accessory that allows the oblivious to live in their own world.


Consider if you will a Bethesda, Maryland, man who talked away on his phone while his hair was being washed and cut. If I were the hairdresser, I would have tried my skills at a Mohawk.


Soon we are all going to be equipped with one personal telephone number that goes with us everywhere we go. The mobile phone will be the phone. Remember the 1980s telephone ads: Reach out and touch someone. In the next millennium we’ll be looking for ways to be out of reach.


May I suggest that the no-phone zone on the commuter train is just the beginning. In Hong Kong restaurants, they already ask you to check the phone with your coat. What about a restaurant with two sections: phone or no phone. And while we are on the subject, what about a no-phone lane on the highway?


So far the railroad is worrying about free speech issues. Can you ban talking? But the last time I looked at my bill, cell speech wasn’t free. In any case, somewhere tonight you can be sure there’s a cell phone yelling fire in a crowded theater.


March 21, 1999
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CLASS WARRIORS
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[image: image]m delighted that our commander in chief is warning the country to be wary of warmongers. It isn’t what I expect from George W. Bush at this moment in time, but so it goes.


The problem is that the president is talking about domestic warfare, not international. He wants the role as peacemaker for civilian hostilities, not military.


The war games began even before he announced the $674 billion tax cut package. In a preemptive strike, he said that his opponents—those folks who think a tax break for the rich is, um, a tax break for the rich—would foment “class warfare.”


Democrats then insisted that the president was the one who started it. Soon every kid in the political playground was accusing another of aggression and declaring their own pacifism.


There’s something remarkable in the class-conflict consciousness. Class has become a dirty word in America unless it’s “middle class”—a shrinking category in which most Americans swear they belong.


Through thick and thin, boom and bust, we tenaciously hold on to the belief that we are, fundamentally, a classless society. This self-image survives even though we have the most unequal distribution of wealth in the Western world. It survives even though 1 percent of us own 40 percent of the wealth. And even though there’s less income mobility between generations in our country than in any other but South Africa and Great Britain.


The strength of that American belief in equality may sound like a delusion. Benjamin DeMott, who wrote The Imperial Middle, says, “It’s a terrible thing that we won’t face up to the fact that we have a class system.” But, at the same time, he adds, “It’s not a vice that makes people say ‘no’ to class, it’s a kind of virtue.”


He traces that virtue back to the country’s origins. “When the founders were at their best, when they were thinking about the Revolution and the goodness of people who made a sacrifice for something beyond themselves, they realized that it had something to do with the fact that this wouldn’t be a class society like the old world.”


Talk of class warfare isn’t always politically incorrect. During the last robber-baron era, Teddy Roosevelt spoke about the “malefactors of great wealth.” Populists preached against “plutocrats,” a moniker that doesn’t trip off our lips a century later.


But we rarely hear anyone talk about the “ruling class” anymore. Al Gore may have talked about the “people vs. the powerful.” John Edwards now promises to be a “champion for regular people” against, presumably, irregular people. But Bush is considered to be a regular guy just for having a hamburger in Crawford, Texas. The only class he wants to talk about is the “investor class.”


If politicians dodge charges of class warfare, Ralph Nader figures that it’s because most citizens align themselves with the “haves.” “So, they see the class warfare coming against them.”


Never, he says, underestimate the power of television to sell the story of the poor guy who becomes a basketball star, the winner who takes all. When voters were asked where they belong on the income pecking scale, 19 percent said they were in the top 1 percent of income earners. Another 20 percent said they expected to be there.


And did you wonder about the popularity of repealing the estate tax? Thirty percent of Americans think they’d have to pay death taxes, even though only 2 percent of estates fall in the taxable range.


It’s the wide-eyed optimism of “regular people” who play the lottery when the odds are a million to one. It reminds me of the man who was told that an earthquake would leave one survivor in his town. “Phew,” he replied.


The Bush administration figures that the couple earning $40,000 who get a $1,333 tax cut won’t begrudge a $10,244 tax cut to the couple earning $500,000. More to the point, they won’t figure what they’ll lose in federal programs. As for the folks too poor to pay taxes? These are, after all, the Americans that The Wall Street Journal called “lucky duckies.”


Americans like thinking of “us,” not “us and them.” They believe in equality. They reject class and privilege. As DeMott says, that would be fine if equality were a guiding principle, something that required renewed commitment in every generation. But it’s a scam if we think it’s reality, a fanciful self-portrait that can’t be criticized.


George W. describes himself as an opponent of class warfare. Well, of course he is. This plan would keep every, um, plutocrat in place. It’s not peace at any price. It’s peace at his price.


January 12, 2003
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THE UPS AND DOWNS OF THE SEX PILL
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[image: image]less your heart, Neil.


Here we are in a sexual frenzy about the drug that is raising male spirits. On the joke circuit, Viagra has replaced Monica. On the cover of Time, the little blue pill has become the Man of the Year. In the newspaper, the word erection is now part of the hard news vocabulary. And double-entendres about this growth stock are spilling over the airwaves like water over Niagara.


Today, men who never talked about fear of failure are sharing. Phone lines to urologists are jammed by rising expectations. There are 150,000 prescriptions already written, the price of Pfizer stock is soaring higher than its product, and on the ever-tasteful Don Imus show, the host is passing out purloined pills to his pals in exchange for performance reports.


Meanwhile we have a hallelujah chorus singing praise to the restoration project and a patient telling Nightline, “The skies opened, a bolt of lightning came down, and God said, ‘I love you.’” In short, the earth has moved.


But from deep in the heart of New York State comes our guy Neil Levin to remind us of our Puritan roots. In the midst of all the hype, the state insurance superintendent has announced that his department doesn’t want to support the use of Viagra by anyone who wants to “just take it for fun.”


Sex for the fun of it? Nooooooo.


Neil is not entirely alone in his anxiety. The man who headed the British studies of this drug also wants men to take Viagra seriously or not at all. Dr. Ian Osterlow has been everywhere telling folks that the pill that brings blood rushing to the rescue is not a “superstud” drug to be used by “regular guys” who want “a little extra performance.”


Nevertheless, I am not surprised that the real cold shower on Viagra would come from folks in the health insurance industry. After all, Pfizer’s magic little pills cost about $7 apiece, or $10 retail.


Insurance companies are not part of the sex industry. They are in the business of cost control. So they ask, in the charming words of Leslie Fish of Fallon Healthcare Systems: “How many erections does a health plan owe a patient?”


The fundamental question is the one posed so many years ago by James Thurber: “Is Sex Necessary?” Is a sex pill like thyroid medication or plastic surgery? Where’s the line between a cure for impotence and a prescription for whoopee?


Insurance companies are deciding whether a man must prove he has a preexisting condition like diabetes to get free Viagra and whether, say, old age is or isn’t a medical problem. They are calibrating how much sex is good for your health and how much is just for fun.


So far in this fairly bizarre conversation, at least one major insurer has decided to pay for six sex acts a month. There you have it. Insurers now control how often clients will have sex. This is truly managed care.


Now, I confess to being fascinated with this conversation piece. I can’t help wondering why we got a pill to help men with performance instead of communication. Moreover, how is it possible that we came up with a male impotence pill before we got a male birth-control pill? The Vatican, you will note, has approved Viagra while still condemning condoms.


It also seems that in some places, we’ll get health insurance coverage for male potency before we get it for female contraceptives. Hasn’t anybody noticed that the chief sexual turnoff for women is fear of pregnancy? It’s all enough to give a gal Viagra envy.


But at the risk of taking sex too seriously, may I offer a footnote about a nation of have and have-nots. We already have a two-tier health plan. From now on, it will also determine whether men have or have not sex.


Boston urologist Michael O’Leary says: “I’m not convinced it’s a God-given right to have an excellent erection.” Maybe not. But for some it’s going to be an insurance-given right.


The wealthy man from LA who told a reporter that Viagra would be a trophy for his young trophy wife can buy all he wants. The un- or underinsured man without $10 to spare will get six tries and on the seventh day, he’ll rest.


Who knows whether Viagra will yet sprout physical side effects. But we are already seeing some bizarre social side effects. As the beat goes on, listen for the strange sound of men trying to convince their insurers that sex is not for fun.


May 3, 1998
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HURRYING HEALING
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[image: image] don’t remember when the words first began to echo in the hollow aftermath of loss. But now it seems that every public or private death, every moment of mourning is followed by a call for “healing,” a cry for “closure.”


Last month, driving home in my car just twenty-four hours after three Kentucky students were shot to death in a school prayer meeting, I heard a Paducah minister talk about “healing.” The three teenagers had yet to be buried, and he said it was time to begin the healing process, as if there were an antibiotic to be applied at the first sign of pain among the survivors.


Weeks later, at a Christmas party, a man offered up a worried sigh about a widowed mutual friend. “It’s been two years,” he said, “and she still hasn’t achieved closure.” The words pegged her as an underachiever who failed the required course in Mourning 201, who wouldn’t graduate with her grief class.


This vocabulary of “healing” and “closure” has spread across the postmortem landscape like a nail across my blackboard. It comes with an intonation of sympathy but an accent of impatience. It suggests after all, that death is something to be dealt with, that loss is something to get over—according to a prescribed emotional timetable.


It happened again when the Terry Nichols verdict came down. No sooner had the mixed counts of guilty and innocent been announced, than the usually jargon-free Peter Jennings asked how it would help the “healing” for Oklahoma City. Assorted commentators and reporters asked the families whether they felt a sense of “closure.”


The implicit expectation, even demand, was that the survivors of 168 deaths would traverse a similar emotional terrain and come to the finish line at the same designated time. Was two-and-a-half years too long to mourn a child blown up in a building?


It was the families themselves who set us straight with responses as personal and diverse as one young mother who said, “It’s time to move on,” and another who described her heart this way: “Sometimes I feel like it’s bleeding.”


In the Nichols sentencing trial last week, we got another rare sampling of raw grief. Laura Kennedy testified that in the wake of her son’s death in 1995, “I have an emptiness inside of me that’s there all the time.” Diane Leonard said that since her husband’s death her life “has a huge hole that can’t be mended.”


By the second day, however, the cameras had turned away, the microphones had turned a deaf ear, as if they had heard enough keening. Again, observers asked what affect a life-or-death sentence would have on, of course, “healing” and “closure.”


I do not mean to suggest that the people who testified were “typical” mourners or the Oklahoma bombing a “typical” way of death. I mean to suggest that grief is always atypical—as individual as the death and the mourner.


The American way of dealing with it however has turned grieving into a set process with rules, stages and, of course, deadlines. We have, in essence, tried to make a science of grief, to tuck messy emotions under neat clinical labels—like “survivor guilt” or “detachment.”


Sometimes, we confuse sadness with depression, replace comfort with Prozac. We expect, maybe insist upon, an end to grief. Trauma, pain, detachment, acceptance in a year—time’s up.


But in real lives, grief is a train that doesn’t run on anyone else’s schedule. Jimmie Holland at New York’s Sloan-Kettering Hospital, who has studied the subject, knows that “normal grief may often be an ongoing lifelong process.” Indeed, she says, “The expectation of healing becomes an added burden. We create a sense of failure. We hear people say, ‘I can’t seem to reach closure, I’m not doing it fast enough.’”


Surely it is our own anxiety in the presence of pain, our own fear of loss and death, that makes us wish away another’s grief or hide our own. But in every life, losses will accumulate like stones in a backpack. We will all be caught at times between remembrance and resilience.


So whatever our national passion for emotional efficiency, for quality-time parents and one-minute managers, there simply are no one-minute mourners. Hearts heal faster from surgery than from loss. And when the center of someone’s life has been blown out like the core of a building, is it any wonder if it takes so long even to find a door to close?


January 4, 1998
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THE GOSPEL OF ABSTINENCE
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[image: image]ho would have believed that Christmas would provide a “teaching moment” for sex ed?


The folks at the Rapides Station Community Ministries of Louisiana bubbled with pride as they reported, indeed bragged, that “December was an excellent month” for abstinence class. “We were able to focus on the virgin birth,” they wrote, “and make it apparent that God desires sexual purity as a way of life.”


June, however, is probably not such an excellent month. The other day, the American Civil Liberties Union took Louisiana to court, claiming that the state was using public money to teach Christianity. Sex ed, they said, was really religious ed.


This court appearance also provided another “teaching moment”: on constitutional law. The Louisiana providers didn’t tiptoe across the line separating church and state. They ignored it.


Public funds went to one group that took field trips to abortion clinics for prayer vigils. Federal and state dollars paid for a “Passion 4 Purity” program that taught abstinence through “scriptural concepts.” The state even funded the arts: a roving troop of “Just Say Whoa” players that told students that sex outside of marriage is “offensive to God.”


Ah yes, your tax dollars at work. And don’t forget the “fact sheet” that blamed sexually transmitted disease on the fact that “we removed God from the classroom.” The solution: “It’s time to restore our Judeo Christian heritage in America.”


In the courtroom, Dan Richey, the state program’s administrator and former news director of a fire-and-brimstone radio station, admitted rather cavalierly that some programs may have promoted religion: “Those things will happen.” He promised tighter controls in the future.


The ACLU has nevertheless asked the court for more accountability. They want to ensure that public dollars aren’t translated into religious messages and/or handed out to contractors from religious institutions.


Whichever way the court eventually rules, the Louisiana case couldn’t come at a better time. After all, the Bayou State has been teaching the gospel of sex education with money allocated under the 1996 welfare reform bill.


Now the Senate is about to take up a new welfare reform proposalalready passed by the House-that would up the ante. It would distribute $50 million a year to abstinence-until-marriage programs across the country. Indeed, if the Bush administration gets its way, there will be $135 million in three different federal pots dedicated to a sex ed curriculum that fits on the T-shirt worn by a star pupil in Louisiana: “Abstinent I will stay until my wedding day.”


Now let it be said that most parents, in or out of Louisiana, favor abstinence … at least for their children. We want to push against the shove of the culture. Given our druthers, we also want our children to wait for sex at least until they are 18 or so, an age that coincides mysteriously with the time they are out of the house.


But by and large, American parents also have a realistic two-pronged approach to protecting children, especially teenagers. Today 70 percent of 18-year-olds have had intercourse. It’s not a surprise that 82 percent of parents want sex ed to cover contraception as well as abstinence.


The problem with the abstinence-only classes isn’t just that the groups receiving the dollars read like a Who’s Who of the Religious Right. It’s that programs preaching—excuse me, teaching—this are spreading fear, misinformation, and disinformation.


Under federal guidelines, this money can go only to a program that has “as its exclusive purpose teaching the social, psychological and health gains to be realized by abstaining from sexual activity.”


The money is to teach, specifically, “that abstinence from sexual activity is the only certain way to avoid out-of-wedlock pregnancy, sexually transmitted disease, and other associated health problems.”


And for extra measure, “that sexual activity outside the context of marriage is likely to have harmful psychological and physical side effects.”


They can’t talk about contraceptives, except to emphasize the failure rates. Call it the bad news gospel.


“This is a classic example of ideology trumping public health,” says James Wagoner of Advocates for Youth. It isn’t just inaccurate education.


It’s ineffective. There is no proof that the half-billion dollars already spent in abstinence-only lessons delays intercourse or prevents pregnancy.


Is it any wonder that the abstinence-only supporters in Congress have fought amendments that would require the lessons to be medically accurate? I guess we’re supposed to take the value of abstinence-only education on, um, faith.


Faith-based politics? Faith-based sex education? Welcome to the United States of Louisiana.


June 23, 2002
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A NEW “MODEST PROPOSAL”
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[image: image]ow that we have repealed welfare, I have a modest proposal.


Let’s go all the way and rescind childhood.


Childhood has become far too burdensome for the American public to bear. It isn’t good for the country. It isn’t even good for children who are captured in an unwholesome and prolonged state of dependency.


The whole idea of childhood, it should be remembered, is nothing but an anachronistic leftover from the original liberals. Before the so-called Enlightenment, before Rousseau, before the left-wing conspiracy of 18th-century do-gooders, the young dressed, worked and were looked upon as short adults.


Children existed, but they didn’t have their own ’hood—a place where they were supposed to be educated and nurtured until they reached maturity. Adolescence, for that matter, wasn’t invented until the early 20th century. Nor was the concept of juvenile as in delinquency, nor the notion of teenage as in pregnancy.


But now we are stuck with this useless thing called childhood, a drain on the private and public exchequers. Not to mention a merciless drag on private and public conscience.


Consider what happened when Congress passed and the president approved the “Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Act of 1996” (a k a welfare reform). The only teensy-weensy reservations about cutting $56 billion from the poorest Americans, ending the federal guarantee of assistance to poor families and launching them into the unknown had to do with children.


There are still a handful of people troubled by the fact that America has the highest child poverty rates of any industrialized country and that when this “reform” clicks in, more children are expected to become poor.


Why not eliminate all this messy, counterproductive guilt? Why not apply the same principles of “personal responsibility” and “work opportu-nity” to our youngest citizens?


I am not alone in my plan, though perhaps I am the first to put it quite so baldly. But we are already erasing the line between childhood and adulthood whenever we want to.


At the Olympics, we had 14-year-old gymnasts on the “Women’s Team.” In the states, we now have plans to try 13-year-old lawbreakers as adults. In Congress they are considering doing away with juvenile jails and “mainstreaming” kids with older criminals. Across the world, the “new economy” is using kids as a way to meet global competition.


Most Americans already recognize that childhood is simply not cost-effective. If children were once economic assets, they are now deficits, unlikely to ever pay back our investments. So only a third of our households has anyone under 18 in them today. Communities which once felt a collective responsibility for the next generation now often regard children as private property to be exclusively maintained by their owners.


If we eliminated the entire notion of childhood we wouldn’t have to worry about children having children. Or about child care. Or after school care. Or school. Child labor would become another “work opportunity.”


Of course, we could retain childhood as a luxury item for those who could afford it. Sort of like an Ivy League college. The rest, the poor especially, will have to do without childhood the way they do without so much else.


It takes a village to raise a child, as the former Hillary Clinton—somebody file a missing person report on her—once wrote. But the village has now given instructions to the government: Everyone is on her own.


The last great evil in America today is dependency. The last remaining “culture of dependency” is, of course, childhood. Is it any wonder that it has to go?


If my modest proposal seems too harsh, may I remind you of the one Jonathan Swift offered in 1729: “A Modest Proposal for Preventing the Children of Poor People in Ireland from Being a Burden to Their Parents or Country and for Making Them Beneficial to the Public.”


Swift proposed, modestly and satirically, that the Irish young be sold and eaten. They would be as well off as growing up in poverty under British policy.


I would never suggest such a thing. But come to think of it, this reckless “reform” is also cutting food stamps by about a fifth. Maybe Swift was just ahead of his time.


August 8, 1996
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THE SUPERSIZING OF AMERICA
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[image: image] work in a danger zone. Across the street from my office is a restaurant that sells bagels larger than my hand. Around the corner is a Ben and Jerry’s that scoops an ice cream flavor that is “Phish food” for the whale-sized. This morning the local pizza place put up a sign announcing “all you can eat” night.


Life on this Boulevard of Broken Diets is not easy. After all, like most Americans I subscribe to the “just say no” school of weight control. This is a school that promotes theorists like Will and Power. It offers a school motto of Personal Responsibility.


Even as the ideal body has gotten slimmer and the real body has gotten wider, students of this philosophy react like our Puritan ancestors. We assume that what separates the saved from the damned is virtue.


Well, fat chance for virtue. The only part of our economy that seems to be expanding is the waistline. Sixty percent of Americans are overweight. Twice as many kids are overweight as a generation ago. And in the last few weeks we’ve had health warnings about fat that range from diabetes to Alzheimer’s.


The only good news is that we are beginning to shift from describing obesity as a moral failing to describing it as a public health epidemic. We are beginning to shift at least some attention from self-control to environment out-of-control.


This change is partly due to the collective, um, weight of scientific studies. Yale’s Kelly Brownell, who coined the phrase “toxic environ-ment,” sums them up this way: “When the environment changes, weight changes.” When, for example, immigrants from thinner countries come to America they gain weight while their cousins back home stay lean. When you give moviegoers a big box of popcorn instead of a small one, they eat about 50 percent more.


The change also comes from the discovery that there really were business plans for the fattening of America. We don’t actually have much less willpower than we used to. In Fat Land, Greg Critser details the deliberate supersizing of servings from the Big Mac to the Big Gulp. Instead of expanding the number of customers, they expanded the existing customers.


At the same time, we have learned something from the campaigns against smoking. Yes, it’s up to the smoker to stub out the last Marlboro. But personal responsibility is not a free pass for corporate irresponsibility. It’s easier to just say no when you aren’t being manipulated and marketed to say yes. Willpower is influenced by price, by advertising, and even lawsuits.


It’s not an accident that Kraft, maker of Oreo cookies and macaroni and cheese, became the first Big Foodie to pledge to help the fight against obesity. The company is, after all, a subsidiary of the much-sued Philip Morris before it changed its name and image to Altria.


As Margo Wootan of the Center for Science in the Public Interest says, “Kraft belongs to a tobacco company that knows what the inside of a courtroom looks like.” It didn’t take a Ph.D., she adds, to realize that everyone would figure out that cookies and cheese contribute to obesity.


One of Kraft’s pledges is to stop marketing in schools. Indeed, the public seems most willing to acknowledge the weight of the environment in the weight of kids.


The first step in downsizing Americans may be in the schools. Over the past decade, schools have said yes to soft drinks and junk food in hallway vending machines. Now some large school districts from Los Angeles to New York have banned the sale of sodas. There are bills in Massachusetts and Maine to get rid of junk food in those same machines.


But it’s likely to be a long haul to get smaller portions, labeling in fast-food restaurants and to slim down advertising to kids. Wootan says, “People still haven’t made the connection about how industry practices shape and influence their choices. Your child begs you for junk food, begs you to go to McDonald’s and you think ‘that’s kids.’ You don’t think, ‘shame on that food company.’”


Food is one part of a complex obesity problem that includes Game Boys instead of ball games and TV instead of track. Moreover, it’s still tricky to attack fat as a health issue without attacking fat people, and we’ve had a big enough portion of that, thank you. But Brownell believes, “We are at a place where it no longer makes sense to blame people for a problem their environment is causing.”


What do we need to change the environment? How about Will and Power?


July 27, 2003
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A MIXED MESSAGE ON THE WORK ETHIC
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[image: image]here is an old story about the time Jack Kennedy was campaigning in West Virginia. One day the senator was confronted by a coal miner with a question.


“Is it true,” the man asked, “that you haven’t done an honest day of hard labor in your life?”


The would-be president abashedly admitted as much and waited for the blow. But the coal miner shook his hand and replied, “Believe me, you haven’t missed a thing.”


The tale, apocryphal or not, has been repeated for forty years because of the punch line. In a country that shares one ethic—work—somebody offered a counterpoint from real life.


For the most part, the great American philosophy is “We work, therefore we are.” Work is identity; the workplace is our community; production equals self-worth. But there are occasions when an alternate truth punches through the retaining wall of this shared religion.


What happens, for example, whenever a hard worker wins the lottery? When Johnnie Ely, the first big winner of the new millennium, checked the right numbers off on his $100 million New York lottery ticket—8, 23, 38, 39, 46, 14—he left the Java Shop kitchen where he’d worked for twenty years, never to return.


The first question his wife, a nurse, asked was, “Can I retire?” She swiftly cleaned out her locker.


I am thinking of the coal miner and the lottery winner because the president is about to sign a bill that will allow people on Social Security to work as much and earn as much as they want without losing any benefits. It’s a bill Congress passed unanimously—unanimously—to end the penalty on earnings in retirement.


This won’t make much difference to either the earners or the Social Security budget. The small penalty currently inflicted on those between 65 and 69 who earned more than $17,000 was credited to them at 70.


But the change is not just a cheap and popular way of offering more dollars to older workers and more older workers to a labor-starved economy. It’s a piece of the one consistent message being put forth by politicians for whom “working with your hands” means gesturing during a speech. The policies they favor add up to one thing: It’s off to work we go.


The most radical of these changes has been eliminating welfare. In the Miami Herald this week there was an ad featuring a small girl and her mother: “Need a hard worker? How about my mom? Moms coming off welfare are motivated, responsible employees. They have to be.”


The social change behind welfare reform has been so dramatic that we don’t often acknowledge it. It’s a message that says, “A mother’s place is in the work force.”


But what of older Americans? Once, senior citizens, like mothers, were encouraged to get out of the work force. Now, as the country ages, as the Social Security population grows, are they too expected to stay in the work force? Or, to use the welfare analogy, to get out of the cart and pull their own weight?


We are gradually raising the age of Social Security from 65 to 67. Now we are also separating Social Security from retirement. We are making work a part of the “retirement” picture.


Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan, who is leaving the Senate at 73, attributes it to changes in the work force. “Coal mines were no place for 70 year-olds. Computer terminals are. It’s as simple as that.”


Maybe so. I am sure that the good senator will retire to his memoirs and his keyboard. But some 29 percent of the elderly earners are now working in jobs that hover around the minimum wage. This tweaking of the rules does little for them. And it does nothing for the population living on Social Security alone.


Even those who want to work in old age don’t want to have to work. Are we now using the work ethic to cover this great divide?


Our society increasingly values work and the marketplace. We value work as it’s defined by a paycheck. But I have a strong feeling that people with creative, autonomous jobs where heavy lifting means dragging an icon across a screen think of work pretty differently than a 66-year-old Java Shop cook whose one big chance was a lottery ticket.


March 30, 2000
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TANSY, GOLDENROD 101
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[image: image]ASCO BAY, MAINE—I set out walking on this late-summer morning like a tourist carrying a guidebook in a foreign land. But my paperback is no Baedeker, no Fodor’s, and there are no stained-glass windows, no church spires, no statues on this island.


The worn pages hold the names and colors and images of a thousand wildflowers. I take it with me today to learn my way around this landscape, flower by flower, the way I know my city, street by street.


By birth I am an urban dweller. Nature is my second home. I grew up absorbing the difference between brownstone and brick and concrete. But here I am still a sightseer.


So I have had to learn the difference between a tansy and goldenrod, between the false foxglove and the common primrose. I have had to memorize the names of wildflowers the halting way you memorize a foreign language in middle age, building your vocabulary slowly, claiming and reclaiming each noun, verb, adjective, until you feel at home in its vocabulary.


It’s been fifteen summers since I first came here with a tennis racquet and a civilized point of view. Wooed into the landscape by my greed, I went after nature for all I could take: the sweetest berries, the plumpest mussels.


It was years before I discovered where the wild oregano grew and which dandelion leaves to pick and how the mustard seed tasted. More years before I could identify the other inhabitants: the flight pattern of the goldfinch, the rattle of the kingfisher, the elegant posture of the heron.


Now, slowly, I am onto the next course of study. I am coming to know the extravagant variety of wildflowers that complement and compete with each other for space here, that come and go like vacationing mainlanders from one week to the next.


But if I am a late bloomer in this outdoor classroom, I am not the only one. Today, most of us and most of our children have the most un-natural of educations.


The average American child knows a thousand brand names before she is 8 or 9. But how many leaves can she name? A 10-year-old can tell Pepsi from Coke. But can he tell Queen Anne’s lace from yarrow?


Teenagers all know a Nike sneaker from a Reebok. But there are few who can name the “weeds” that surround the playground—the blue cornflower or the lowly plantain.


There was a boy in an ad in my newspaper this morning. He was running freely across a vast, green field under an open sky. But the caption read: “This yard with no fences, brought to you by new Microsoft Office.” It seems that his world was bounded by the Windows on a computer.


This is how we live now, most of us, in a built environment, man-made, and paved with commercial messages that run before our eyes like flashcards. Our crops are products and our environment is the marketplace.


We are likely now to visit nature as a zoo, a park, a television show, a video, a software program, a summer vacation. We no longer think of nature as our native country.


I wonder if this isn’t the cause of the weakness in our commitment to the environment. In polls, a strong majority of Americans call themselves environmentalists. The core beliefs of environmentalism, we are told, have become as much a part of our value system as the belief in parental responsibility.


Yet all summer, as the new Congress sets out to strip away the protective work of a generation, I have wondered why there wasn’t more protest. Why, for all the recycling and hand-wringing, do green issues rarely get to the top of the political layers?


Maybe it is because most of us are armchair environmentalists, city folk watching the spotted owls on television, suburbanites buying an air conditioner against global warming and bottled water against pollution.


Because the environment is something huge out there. It’s the environment, not my environment. Because we don’t even know the names of our natural neighbors.


In just a few days my island summer schooling will be over. I’ll drive down a highway where billboards grab attention from the purple loosestrife growing beneath them. I’ll return to an office whose only sign of life is one abused philodendron. It will be hard to remember the lessons I cram for this morning.


But today, visiting among the asters, I try to speak the language of one small piece of land. For one brief moment, nature and I are on a first-name basis.


August 31, 1995
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BETTING ON DIVERSITY
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[image: image]here was a goosebump moment at the convention after all.


In the midst of the political ritual and partisan rhetoric, Joe Lieberman stepped up to the moment and said, “Only in America.”


He placed his journey on the American path of tolerance. A grandmother who left the bigotry of Europe to be greeted by Christian neighbors, “Good Sabbath, Mrs. Manger.” In-laws who were literally rescued by American G.I.s from genocidal Nazis. Time spent in Mississippi registering African-American voters. The senator really didn’t need to remind viewers or delegates that he was the first Jewish American on a national ticket. It was enough to say: Only in America.


Forty years ago in Los Angeles, the Democrats who nominated JFK as president overlooked religion. But the Democrats nominating Joe Lieber-man as vice president celebrated it.


For one long week, the Democrats touted their own diversity and taunted the Republicans. Rob Reiner mocked Republican diversity as “two guys at the head of the ticket that are from two different oil compa-nies.” Democrats included and included and included.


Still, there was a subtle undertone to the congratulations. The Democrats were placing a bet on Lieberman. He described a choice made “with courage and friendship.” One commentator after another said that breaking barriers entailed risk. Gore, they said, was both daring and open, as if being open-minded was itself the dare.


In one seminal moment, John Lewis, the civil rights leader, quoted an old Yiddish line used by wary immigrants as a verbal crossing of the fingers. “From your lips to God’s ear,” he said, “America is ready for Joe Lieberman.”


“Ready” is the word that stuck in my mind. Were we “ready” for Joe Lieberman? “Ready” for this first? In 1960, Harry Truman publicly directed this question with an equal lack of subtlety to JFK: “Are you certain you’re quite ready for the country or the country is ready for you?”


Ready or not? Why is it that no one ever asks whether we are “ready” for bigotry? It sounds as if there is a tolerance-readiness course that the country has to complete, like reading-readiness, before we can cross any new threshold.


In fact, one of the great chicken-and-egg questions of social change is how fast and far to move. If you push hard, will a backlash send you hurtling? Or will people catch up? If you choose gradual change, will it come more comfortably? Or not at all?


In the world of religion and politics, no one knows precisely what happened in the years between Al Smith’s rejection and Jack Kennedy’s election. Did time and the war mute the anti-Papism that once ran rampant? Or did JFK turn the tide for those who came next?


Many of us remember that the South was not “ready” to integrate. Until it did. The military wasn’t “ready” to accept women. Until it did. Television audiences weren’t “ready” to accept homosexuals. Until they did.


When I was a kid in Boston, the marriage of an Irish Catholic to an Italian Catholic was an occasion for family mourning. Not today. I’ve known parents who would never accept a son-in-law of a different race or a daughter of a different sexual orientation. Now they do.


In these conventions, we saw diversity, ready or not. Were Dick and Lynne Cheney “ready” for a lesbian daughter? I doubt it. Would the Mc Cains’ grandparents have adopted a girl from Bangladesh? Would Prescott Bush’s country club friends have embraced a nephew who shares Latino roots? Who would have expected Pat Buchanan to choose an African-American woman for his running mate, even one who believes multiculturalism has divided the country.


Now the question is Joe Lieberman. There are Jewish Americans, older ones, who remember when neighbors did not always say, “Good Sabbath, Mrs. Manger.” Even young Americans who know how much has changed point to the messages on the Internet where new technology serves old bigotry.


But postwar generations have learned that you cannot wait until people, comfortable with their old narrow beliefs, become ready for change. It’s those who step up, speak up, get out of the closet and do not quake at consequences who challenge old ideas with new realities. They change our world.


So the bet is placed. On the platform the “first” said, “We have become the America that so many of our parents dreamed for us.” From his mouth to God’s ear.


August 20, 2000
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ONE-UPPING THE PRESCHOOLERS
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[image: image]t first I dismissed this story as too New York.


Only in New York do limos line up outside preschools that cost $14,400 a year and are harder to get into than Harvard.


Only in New York is it plausible that a $20 million-a-year Wall Street analyst would goose up the rating of a stock so the boss would help get his 2-year-old twins into the right nursery school.


Only in New York would there be a “right” nursery school, for that matter, the 92nd Street Y, a place where Woody Allen’s kid was accepted and Madonna’s kid was rejected.


But the incriminating e-mail has become a pop-up message on my brain’s computer screen. Jack Grubman wrote: “For someone who grew up in a household making $8,000 a year and attended public schools, I do find this process a bit strange, but there are no bounds for what you do for your children.”


Strange? Grubman could have bought his kids a nursery school. The desire of the self-made man to turn his twins into the little master and mistress of the Playskool universe has made him the poster father of competitive parenting. But under the scoffing, isn’t there something uncomfortably familiar?


There was a time when we used to laugh at folks who lived in Lake Wobegon, where all the children are above average. But don’t parents today want their children to be above that “above average”? They want them to go to Leg Up. Leg Up on the other kids.


Trophy children are a rich source of satire. The authors of The Nanny Diaries portray an East Side mother telling her preschooler, “Go get into bed and I’ll read you one verse from your Shakespeare reader and then it’s lights out.”


There’s a preschool consulting firm in New York actually named Ivy Wise Kids. But it goes way beyond Manhattan. A recent gathering of college admissions officers, Ivy and (Other)Wise, added “parents” to their list of problems. They swapped stories of mothers and fathers who talk openly about “our application” and “our interview” and threatened to sue when their kids were rejected.


Meanwhile on the school playing fields, there’s been an epidemic of parents behaving badly at the kids’ sporting events. It’s the parents who can’t stand to have their kids lose.


One professor noted that New Yorkers have “redefined status distinctions to the pre-K level.” But elsewhere we’ve gone from pre-K to prenatal. It wasn’t just New Yorkers who were encouraged to give their offspring a jump start by playing Mozart to the womb.


And while we are on the subject, how long before the Trophy Kid becomes the Designer Baby? We are just learning how to screen and tweak genes. At some point, perhaps the good, caring parent may not only screen for a fatal gene but for a fat gene.


Maybe it’s baroque to worry about competitive parenting when we consider the number of neglected kids. Maybe it’s foolish to worry about preschool Olympics for elite education when one out of ten 18-to-24-year-olds can’t place the United States on a map.


But children aren’t trophies. Nor are they proof of our success.


I suspect that we’ve all felt that protective, competitive itch, watching someone else’s 10-month-old walk or someone else’s 3-year-old read. A man we know who grew up in the same apartment building as young Leonard Bernstein was nagged by his parents who wondered, “Why can’t you play like Lenny?” And none of us is so detached that we can watch our children stumble without feeling it.


Indeed, parenting is a role full of emotions and contradictions. We want what’s best for the child. Or do we want our child to be the best? For them or for us? We too may say that there are “no bounds” to what we’ll do for the kids. But shouldn’t there be boundaries between us and offspring?


It’s no wonder that children pick favorites like Pippi Longstocking and Harry Potter off the bookshelves. These are resourceful girls and boys who may miss their parents but revel in freedom.


Eventually, somewhere between womb and college, our own children want both parental approval and independence. They come off the trophy shelf and into their own.


Jack Grubman allegedly gave his boss at Citigroup what he wanted. Citigroup gave a million bucks to the 92nd Street Y to be used for adult performances and lectures. The Y found slots for the Grubman kids in the preschool. It’s a New York story.


But whatever else happens to Grubman, this father should be sentenced to take some of the lectures the company paid for. One of them is called: “Raising Children of Integrity.”


November 24, 2002
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A PILL FOR WHAT HAUNTS YOU
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[image: image]magine that you have arrived at the emergency room after a horrific car crash. The doctor in charge offers you two pills. One will relieve the inflammation of whiplash. The other will reduce the psychological trauma, muting the nightmarish flashback to a manageable memory.


Would you take one? Would you take both? Is there any difference?


Imagine, for that matter, that a child came to the hospital after being raped or abused. Should she be given a pill if it would prevent the trauma from literally changing the anatomy of her brain and setting her up for a lifetime of vulnerability?


And finally, if your imagination isn’t overtaxed already, what about a soldier just back from battle? Should he be treated with medicine that helps dim the effect of the horrors he has experienced?


These are not idle science fictions. Once, we drew a bright line between the pain of the body and the mind, between treatments for physical and mental illness. Now researchers are into the chemistry of emotions, the biology of feelings, the anatomy of psychology.


It appears that memories of shocking events may be like water—an overwhelming flood or a manageable stream. And scientists may be designing chemical faucets.


Just last week, a meeting of traumatic stress specialists heard that a common hypertension drug may help prevent post-traumatic stress disorder. If the human trials pan out, it could, in effect, keep a wrenching experience from being burned too deeply in memory.


There is research as well on treatments designed to interrupt the way a painful event can change the brain. And there is also talk of gene therapies that might make vulnerable people react to emotional injuries like resilient people.


What are we to make of this? The goal is, after all, simple and uncontroversial. Dr. Roger Pitman of Harvard Medical School, who is doing research in this field, says: “I look at it from a medical perspective. We intervene in diseases and disorders to make people more comfortable and to reduce suffering.”


Fair enough. A bad memory can be as painful and crippling as a bad back or heart. Post-traumatic stress disorder is not trivialized by those who live with it or treat it. Pitman repeats the words of veterans he has treated: “One said to me, ‘If Vietnam was only a memory I would be OK. It’s more than a memory. It’s happening again.’” If we can heal that, surely we should.


I don’t romanticize mental illness. But at the same time, I wonder what will happen if we are able to lighten the load of memory. Would we end up with a drug to make loss “lite,” to speed up “closure,” to make horror “manageable”? At some point reducing human suffering is editing human experience. For better or for worse.


I remember what happened to Prozac. A drug to alleviate severe depression morphed into what is called a cosmetic pharmacology. It was used to help people feel “better than well,” in a phrase made famous by Peter Kramer in Listening to Prozac. The class of drugs not only replaced counseling but was routinely prescribed by internists for patients and even by veterinarians for pets.


It’s not that hard to envision preventive drugs being offered to those who witnessed a Columbine massacre or the collapse of the World Trade Center. Nor is it hard to imagine preventive drugs offered to parents who have just lost a child. Where do we draw the line on the prescription pad?


Kramer sees benefits in helping those who are truly “overwhelmed and haunted.” But he also can see abuse. “Imagine,” he says, “a totalitarian, militaristic society giving it to soldiers so they will be immune to the horrors of war.” And if the horrors of war or of crime are not so “horrible,” wouldn’t that change our attitude toward war or crime themselves?


Such worries race ahead of the research. Pitman says succinctly: “We don’t want to make people happy automatons. We’re not going to eliminate the horrors of war.” He says that we won’t know where to draw the line—or the dosage—until we know what medicine can do.


But it seems to me that we often find ourselves behind the research curve, playing ethical catch-up with cloning or cosmetic pharmacology after they are on the market and in the doctor’s office. Now we are at the outset of treatments that could alter mind and memory and our ideas about humanity.


Today we have to ask the questions first. And so we begin with this one: Isn’t human suffering more than a matter of chemistry?
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