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If They Only Listened to Us







White Sulphur Springs, West Virginia

March 28, 2003

The Girlfriend Gap

“What you’ve got to understand is

that nobody ever asks us what we think.”





I made the mistake of letting my seven-year-old twins watch President George W. Bush address the nation before we invaded Iraq, and they both burst into tears: Would Iraqi children die in the attacks? What about their moms? They were still upset—and I was still annoyed at myself—as I drove to West Virginia a few days later to meet up with my three closest friends from high school. The timing was not the best; there was snow in the forecast and “multiple terror attacks” predicted in the event of war. The threat level had just been jacked up again, so all of Washington was a little extra twitchy—and we were not a real low-key bunch to begin with.

Now that Baghdad was in shock and awe, I was tempted to stick close, with my duct tape and bottled water at the ready. But this weekend had been planned for months, in part to celebrate the end of my treatment for breast cancer, and it was a big deal for the four of us. Pam, Kim, Cathy, and I have supported each other through first dates and divorce, teen pregnancy and infertility, good fortune and loss. We’ve dissected every relationship in our lives and lately listened together for the disquieting little scratch of mortality. In our forties, we still need to check in.

We grew up together in Mount Carmel, Illinois, population eight thousand, on a bluff overlooking the Wabash River. It’s a pretty little farm town—or was, before the Target moved in, wiped out Market Street, and then moved on, like a bad storm. They all still live around there, six hours south of Chicago, in an area so conservative it went for Alan Keyes over Barack Obama for the U.S. Senate in 2004. And though I’m over a day’s drive away now, we try to meet up somewhere at least once a year—sort of a Same Time Next Year for girlfriends—to tell secrets, swill girlie drinks, laugh at ourselves, and thank God for one another. After thirty years of friendship, I would have said we knew just about everything there was to know about one another. But I would have been wrong, because until that weekend, politics had never really come up. When it did, we found that we were as divided as the rest of the country, over the war and more.

It all started when Kim suggested that we sing patriotic songs as we hiked along, in support of the troops—and ended in a fairly astringent disagreement over whether weapons of mass destruction had been discovered in Iraq. “FOX News would have told us” if they had not been located, Kim was sure. But no such weapons had turned up yet, I insisted. She wanted to know where I got my news, and when I mentioned The New York Times, she laughed at what she dismissed as brand loyalty to my old employer. “You have your sources of information, and I have mine,” she said.

I had just spent some time at the United Nations, working on a profile of Kofi Annan for Newsweek, and I had to say that nobody there seemed to think there were any WMDs to be found in Iraq; from the lowest-level functionary to the guys on the top floor, they were convinced that Iran and North Korea posed far more certain threats. But America was not about to let a bunch of wilting, Saddam-coddling diplomats tell us what was what, so telling my friends “Hey, I heard it at the UN!” was about like saying Harry Potter’s house elf had come to me in a dream.

The last time any of us had quarreled like this had to have been in high school, when my friends decided I really ought to break up with my boyfriend if I had no intention of marrying him. They all did marry their teen sweethearts, the last of them at age nineteen, and had high school kids of their own by the time I made it down the aisle at thirty-three. As adults, the four of us had always respected one another’s choices and taken one another’s part. But now, over George W. Bush, we found ourselves taking umbrage and taking sides. Pam lined up with me, though a tad to my left; she couldn’t quite bring herself to acknowledge Bush as our legitimately elected president, she said, and the other two blanched. “Are you a Democrat, Miss?” Cathy asked, calling me by my childhood nickname. There was something I had never heard before in her voice, though, and I doubted she liked it any more than I did. Was it possible that in all our hours of heavy talk, we’d never really gone there?

In Washington, political discussion is the preferred elevator music, and even children go around humming the tune. When my son, who was eight by then, learned early in 2004 that a relation of ours would be supporting neither John Kerry nor John Edwards in that year’s presidential contest, he assumed this could mean only one thing, and was incredulous: “She likes Dennis Kucinich?” In ’06, at the height of Plamegate, he burst into my room early one Saturday morning shouting, “Karl Rove has been indicted!” Then, after I snapped to consciousness: “Not really. Could you get up and make me breakfast?” My friends have alerted me to the fact that most of America does not live like this—and wouldn’t want to.

We survived the contretemps, of course, and retreated to our respective bubbles. In my suburban Maryland village of aggressive recyclers, a Bush-Cheney yard sign was the talk of the town in the fall of ’04, and at my polling place, John Kerry received 76 percent of the vote. Back in Mount Carmel, the smattering of “other candidates, mostly” who turned out for a campaign speech by the Democratic Party’s brightest star had a hard time hearing Obama, Pam reported, over the sound of workers putting up the carnival rides for Ag Products Days. And on Election Day, 70 percent of Wabash County went for Bush. Had Kerry won the White House, I would have said that proved we’d take back the last four years if we could—that Americans do not condone torture as a tool of interrogation, or consider the Geneva Conventions even remotely “quaint.” I would have said we know a mess when we see one. When he lost, however, I had nothing but questions: What did that outcome say about us? What did that result prove? For therapeutic as much as journalistic reasons, I really wanted to know.

True, I’d never met a single person thrilled beyond reason by Kerry’s candidacy, including his own wife, whose underawed staff sometimes referred to him as “the husband.” Yet until the very end of his timid campaign, I thought he had an even shot—because Gore did win the popular vote, and I had a hard time imagining that too many Gore supporters would look back over the last four years and conclude that Bush sure had proved them wrong.

Some did, though. Both parties improved their turnout, and “Values Voters: Myth or Must-Have” became the favorite post-election chew toy of political analysts. Another factor in Bush’s win went virtually unnoticed: a small but consequential shift among women voters, who have long preferred Democrats as more reluctant to make war and more willing to fund schools and social programs. Women still favored Kerry, but the gender gap narrowed to seven points from the ten-point advantage Gore had in 2000. And in a contest this close, it mattered. As the Center for American Women and Politics at Rutgers University put it in a post-election report, “Despite the gender gap, President Bush succeeded in increasing his overall share of the women’s vote this year…a major reason why he took the popular vote this time around.” A look at exactly who defected made the slippage look a little more ominous; Kerry not only lost ground with blue-collar women, he did worse than Gore had with the college-educated women the party counts on. He lost support with every female demographic, in fact, except women under thirty. Black women still voted overwhelmingly for Kerry, but the margin there also narrowed, by four points. Of the total increase in Bush’s support from women, “two thirds came from black women,” says David Bositis, a senior policy analyst at the Joint Center for Economic and Political Studies. “The shift had the most to do with moral values, and this is something that the Republicans are using to win elections.” For those defectors, what had changed? Were American women becoming more conservative?

We are not some monolith, of course, politically or in any other way, and campaign season efforts to appeal to us as such—“W. Is for Women” was surely the most overt—can seem patronizing. As the Democratic pollster Anna Greenberg says, with some irritation, “We’re fifty-two percent, not a minority special interest group.” Still, Kerry had made the bluntest, most straightforward appeal—on pay equity, affordable health care, early childhood education and a Supreme Court dedicated to upholding Roe v. Wade. Yet we were not sufficiently won over. Why was that? The pat answer during the campaign was that “security moms” focusing on terror threats saw Bush as the better protector. But was that the case? What do women want from their president?

After George W. Bush was returned to the White House, I could not wait to ask them. And for answers, as usual, I turned first to my oldest friends. As 2008 approaches, the Democrats ought to be turning to them, too. They need to know how Kerry’s pitch on fairness in the workplace could fail to resonate with Kim, despite the long years she put in as a secretary, making male bosses look good in a company that only recently began considering women for executive positions like the one she now holds. They need to understand how Cathy, a nurse who cares for the elderly and cites health care as her number one priority, could possibly blame the Democrats for “broken promises” on that issue—even in the years they were in charge of nothing. Like Kim, she went with Bush, which made about as much sense to me as the fact that Pam and I—Catholics who voted for Kerry without a twitch or a blink—must have made to them. Clearly, I had a lot to learn.

So, soon after the ’04 election, I set out just to listen—respectfully, I hoped—to women all over the country, on the major questions of our time. I wanted to hear what draws women to the Democratic Party and what sends them off screaming into the night. What were those who voted for Gore in 2000 but Bush in ’04 focusing on? Were they gone for good? And if not, what would it take to get them back in ’08? I didn’t want to limit the discussion to “women’s issues,” or for that matter, to limit it at all.

I am neither a pollster nor a political strategist. I am not a polemicist with a tidy theory to prove, and did not imagine that at the finish line, I would be able to hand either party an easy six-step plan for How to Get the Girl in ’08; if it were that easy, there wouldn’t be so many such books. I am a big fan of women and their stories, though, and in listening to a couple hundred of them—234 in all, in twenty states, from Massachusetts to Arizona and Oregon to Florida—I did learn some things that both parties might like to know.

When I began, I knew only that I would start in the Midwest, where national elections are so often decided. I knew only that I would start with the women I know best, so there were a fair number of surprises along the way. But given how busy people are, one of the first and most basic was how eager women were to share their thoughts; total strangers called and cooked and then sent thank-you notes, saying they hadn’t talked that much in years or felt so politically exhilarated ever. Pretty early on, I realized how starved we all are to be listened to, and how alienated from the wave upon nauseating wave of insider chitchat that is not in any real sense a national conversation. The shout culture exists in part to discourage precisely the kind of give-and-take and I-see-what-you-mean discussion that would help us work through what we think about and want from our government, in lieu of watching people who smile at inappropriate moments pretend to debate nonissues on cable. And wealthy or homeless, in college or retired, women said they felt disregarded by both parties. “Why would you want to talk to me?” they often wanted to know. Or they assumed I was hoping they would refer me to some designated “expert” or the most officially important person they knew, because that was surely who I really wanted to hear from.

While polling takes snapshots, listening takes time, and many of the interviews for this book went on for hours. They needed to, because the first thing we might blurt out about our political lives—a fragment of a campaign ad, maybe, or something our grandmother used to say—is rarely any more than a starting point. Unlike sex or religion, politics remains surprisingly private and un-examined terrain for many of us. When I began my travels, I often asked women whether their friends felt the same way they did, and frequently, the answer I got back was, “Oh, I wouldn’t know; I never talk to anyone about this stuff.” When they did begin to talk about it, they had blessedly few prepared answers to fall back on, but needed a minute to sort through the complicated and sometimes paradoxical motivations underneath their political choices, the lifetime of impressions behind even their most “last-minute” decisions in the ballot box.

These conversations were not exactly like the journalistic interviews I’d been doing for twenty years, either, in that I tried hard not to push, prod, provoke, or even seek answers to specific questions. I have never been a big believer in the magic of clever questioning, and have long agreed with what Janet Malcolm wrote years ago in The Journalist and the Murderer about her discovery that people will, for their own reasons, tell their stories pretty much the same way whether in response to a brilliant question or a half-formed one. Now, I began to see that I sometimes learned the most by asking no questions at all.

I came away convinced, for one thing, that if there ever were any security moms, they must have gone into hiding in a well-stocked bunker somewhere within moments of the ’04 election. All but one of the women I met who switched parties over the war on terror went the other way, abandoning Bush for Kerry. The women who found Bush a more reliable general in that war were already Republicans and would have voted for him in any case.1

Another surprise was how little loved Bush was even among women who had voted for him, only weeks after the election. In fact, so many women said they voted for the president despite mini-vanloads of misgivings, solely because they found Kerry’s personality so off-putting, that I began to feel protective of the senator after a while. Was it his fault if his party didn’t know better than to nominate someone who windsurfs?

Which is not to say that with no Kerry on the ticket, there will be no problem for the Democrats; on the contrary, what women could not abide in Kerry was the same thing they dislike about his party. Many said they felt he in particular and Democrats in general tend to look down on middle-class Middle Americans—yes, the very people their policies are intended to lift up. How can that be? Partly, it’s that “God talk” does make a lot of Democrats squirm, and that discomfort comes across to believers as condescension. As does their wholly self-destructive habit of mocking Bush and other conservatives as none too bright.

Even now, as I’m writing this in 2006, nearly two years into Kerry’s purgatorio of coulda-shoulda-woulda, he’s just suggested five ways to “get the war on terror right.” Before he even got to number one, he remarked that, “Five years after 9/11, the administration still hasn’t figured out how to count to five.” Mild stuff, right? Harmless enough, if maybe a tad insecure? Not at all. I hope the senator is cracking himself up, because such comments alienate people who assume he and his party probably think the same of them—and how smart is that?

I expected to hear a lot from the women I interviewed about abortion, and I did, but I’m not sure the Democrats realize how many otherwise quite liberal pro-life women, Catholics in particular, have switched parties over this issue but continue to look for a way back to the Democrats, with whom they agree with on almost every other matter. These women are not just gettable, they are all but desperate to find a way home—to the point that if the party does not send a car for them, with a really respectful driver, it will have only itself to blame.

Yes, it was abortion that women who were first-time defectors from the Democrats mentioned most often. Why would that be, when Roe v. Wade was decided in 1973? Those who oppose abortion rights saw 2004 as the chance of a lifetime to overturn that decision, with a movement favorite already in the Oval Office and several spots on the Supreme Court likely to open up during the next term. A handful of Catholic bishops spoke out more plainly than in any previous election season and moved the crucial Catholic swing voters that Gore won in ’00 to Bush in ’04. Yet anyone who assumes such voters have found a comfy permanent home in the GOP ought to meet Kelly Dore, a former social worker and stay-at-home mom in Denver: “I’m with the Democrats on ninety percent of the issues,” she says. “But if you’re pro-life, they don’t even want you.”

I was even more taken aback, though, by the strength of opposition to gay marriage among black women; to say that the fairness argument often falls flat in the African-American community is an understatement. As Teresa Thomas-Boyd, a longtime civil rights activist in Milwaukee, puts it, “I may be discriminated against as a homosexual if I choose to say that about myself. But in a situation of color, I’m discriminated against every day…. When people want to make it the same, it’s not, and it makes people angry.”

And in discussions of the presidential race coming up in ’08, I never would have expected so many women who are furious at Bush to say they see no reason to hold his party accountable for anything that has gone on during his two terms. The one question I do ask, always, of those enraged at the current administration is: “So, does that mean you’re any more likely to vote Democratic in ’08?” Most often, the response is not just no but “Of course not.” Yes, women did come home for the ’06 midterm elections, but the bags are still in the front hall, unpacked. In ’06, 51 percent of all those who cast ballots were women, and 55 percent of all women voters favored a Democrat for Congress. This time, they really were voting over the war on terror—and against how it’s being waged in Iraq. But congressional Republicans were determined in their self-destruction this year, too.2

The presidential election is different—not least because so many more women on the right than on the left seem to see it as a rolling referendum on abortion rights.

Even now, despite deep unhappiness over the war, there is still so much Democrat-on-Democrat rage out there that it’s not at all unusual to hear women who have never voted for a Republican in their lives declare themselves so fed up with the home team that they are thinking seriously about Chuck Hagel—or, until he became one of the president’s closest allies on Iraq, John McCain. Why? Because they’ve seen these men as the most effective critics Bush had, and given them extra credit for bucking their own party.

One longtime Democratic donor told me she was shocked by her own reaction to a couple of fund-raising calls she’d received. First, she heard from some poor guy from the Friends of John Kerry, to whom she responded that if he had any real friends, they would sit him down and tell him to forget about running again. Next, the Democratic National Committee rang and asked her to contribute to “help get our message out.” “What message would that be?” she wanted to know. Alas, the poor kid on the phone had no idea. “But you’ve always given before,” he begged. “And you’ve always wasted it!” she answered, enjoying herself a little by this point. “When you find out what the message is, you can call me back, and we’ll see if I like it.” Until she let loose on those two unfortunates, “I hadn’t even realized how angry I was” over her party’s inability to provide a straightforward alternative to the disaster of the Bush years.

So many of us feel politically antagonized, for a variety of reasons, that we sometimes seem to be the new “angry white males,” throwing ourselves into the scream first, ask questions later political culture with an enthusiasm I have a hard time construing as a victory for our power base. But I also wonder if much of that frustration doesn’t come from feeling we need to yell to be heard at all. Increasingly, it seems, we behave as though the proper resolution of all matters facing the nation were not only obvious but OBVIOUS, so why should we ever open an ear to a nything or anyone who might contradict us? We are so sure we have nothing to learn from anyone who might feel differently that we keep to our own politically—and find that the more we vent, the more we are polarized and seething.

Not long ago, a friend of mine who is an architect in L.A. told me about a trip she’d taken to Italy, where she had spent some time as a student. She had not been back to Rome in many years and was astonished when at last she did return. It was not the Eternal City that had changed. But “there was so much I didn’t see before, and that I couldn’t see, because I had such strong opinions about everything.” We are all like that, maybe more so all the time. And I am convinced that we will never get where we need to go as a country until we can put down our shoulders for a minute and allow ourselves to be—not won over, even, but just able to hear one another again. Whatever your own politics, you will meet some women in this book with whom you agree on nothing. Yet my hope is that you will listen to them, too, and try to see why they might feel as they do.

When I first called my old pals to tell them about this completely nonlinear plan I had to get out and listen to what women were thinking about, Kim called back almost right away to say that she already had lined up more women in Fairfield, Illinois, where she lives, than I’d ever have time to talk to. “What you’ve got to understand,” she said, “is that nobody ever asks us what we think.” Upscale professional women wondering how to stay on partnership track without missing soccer practice, yes, have been heard from rather extensively. But most women in most of America, no. And that is part of the problem.









Mount Carmel, Illinois

February 8, 2005

Meanwhile, in Bedford Falls

“Morally, I’m a Republican,

but environmentally, a Democrat.”





There was a lot of money in Mount Carmel when I was growing up here at the tail end of the oil boom, though the truly prosperous tended to drive pickup trucks and mow their own front yards. Then they might indulge in the odd muffled flourish, like formal floral arrangements for even the children’s rooms unseen by grown-ups during parties. The elegant old homes built along bricked streets back when steamboats stopped here on their way to New Orleans all had the same Victorian parlors, lined with the same uncomfortable chairs—ease being so easily overdone. And because we knew one another so well, we also knew appearances to be highly unreliable.

It was still possible then to shop for evening wear or handmade furniture in the six-block stretch of Market Street we called “Uptown,” where there were several nice dress shops, a movie theater, and competing jewelry stores, just steps apart, with display windows that featured dueling photo galleries of newly engaged couples, along with the china and silver patterns they’d chosen. Twenty years ago, the first time I brought my New Yorker husband home for the holidays, he couldn’t believe how long it took us to run a couple of errands on our bustling main street; compact as it was, we stopped so often to talk that he said he felt like he’d wandered onto the set of Bedford Falls in It’s a Wonderful Life, with a crowd of neighbors yoo-hooing, “Merry Christmas, George!”

These days, whole minutes can go by in which nothing moves on Market Street. It’s been a long time since fishermen could make a living from the river, trolling for mussel shells the Japanese used to make cultured pearls, and even the tool factory that had been a major employer since the 1930s just closed. As in so many other small American towns, Uptown has shrunk to a sad row of consignment, resale, and junk stores. Hadley’s Café, where my parents first laid eyes on each other after my mother came to town to teach at the high school in 1956, is still serving the world’s best coconut cream pie. But the only growth industry seems to be social services; there is a storefront Christian counseling center for pregnant girls right down the block from the county courthouse, and so little foot traffic even there that I guess no one worries that the location might be so indiscreet as to discourage business. The worn-out plastic yellow ribbons tied around the lampposts to honor the local kids serving in Iraq and Afghanistan make me want to cry, and not only for the soldiers.

Though the town overwhelmingly supported Bush in the recent election, I have not come back here to unlock the mysteries of conservative thought; for starters, even if the president’s approval rating fell to 3 percent, or 0.3, those hardy few would still include my family, who when they gave me my first subscription to a periodical in the seventh grade, skipped Highlights and signed me up for the Phyllis Schlafly Report. Besides, unlike a lot of places in rural and blue-collar America, Mount Carmel has not become much more Republican over the years. This wasn’t Berkeley to begin with, but almost half of Wabash County’s 10,070 voters are still registered Democrats. “We’re a little stronger Republican, but I don’t think it matters here because people go both ways,” Marie Kolb, the county clerk, tells me. “We have just a few more Republicans, but not enough to win unless you really have the people behind you.” Though that’s truer for local races than in presidential contests, Bill Clinton did come close in 1992, losing Wabash County by only forty-nine votes. And Bush surely had the people behind him in November 2004, when he took 70 percent of the local vote—up even from the 61 percent he got here in 2000. Was that because of the war? As it turns out, no.

Sitting in Hadley’s on my first morning back in town, where I am for quite a while the only customer, I think about how the only dividing line that matters in my own small circle here—and the one that most clearly informs our politics—is the difference that was there from the start: religion. I can still see Kim at age fourteen, teary at the sight of a beer in my family’s fridge, announcing that my dad was probably going to hell. Being Catholic, I heard that sort of thing pretty regularly from kids who worshipped at one of the many Bible-based Protestant churches in our town. Mount Carmel was founded by preachers, three Methodist ministers who hoped to establish a “moral, temperate, and industrious village.” The civil code they drew up in 1818 criminalized swearing, drunkenness, and Sabbath breaking.

There were no minorities here when I was growing up—a legacy of the not-so-Christian “sundown laws” that forced the few blacks who worked in town but lived across the river to get out before nightfall. There were so few Jews that I never heard an anti-Semitic remark until I was grown and living in Europe. Nor were there any ethnic differences to speak of, most of us being descendants of the Germans who had settled here in several waves through the 1850s, when my great-grandfather Jacob came over from the Mosel Valley and opened a little bakery and confectionary a few miles away, just across the Indiana line. His son L.F., my grandfather, helped open a new bank in Mount Carmel, and made a go of a family business that delivered coal and ice to homes—originally, on a horse-drawn cart.

There was quite a division among the Christians in town, however, and endless arguments over such matters as whether only full-immersion baptism guarantees salvation. Though my forebears were God-fearing, too, no doubt, the strongest belief they had passed down was in the redemptive power of work. So in my summer job as a school janitor, I painted lockers and scrubbed toilets alongside a Pentecostal girl who wore ankle-length skirts in the August heat and told me I was on the fast track to the hot place because my short hair and bare legs dishonored the Lord.

My father never seemed to take reports of our likely damnation very seriously, though. Nor did he ever return fire. “That’s what they believe,” he’d say, and that would be it. But the drinking and dancing that went on down at the Knights of Columbus Hall definitely marked us as the town’s lifestyle liberals. Politically, too, many of our fellow parishioners at St. Mary’s leaned to the left in those pre–Roe v. Wade days. Because we were as far as you could get from the seat of power in the Belleville diocese, we got the priests who were going nowhere in the hierarchy, and did not, shall we say, tend to overemphasize orthodoxy. (One did run off with the mother of a schoolmate, but none were child molesters, that I ever heard, in one of the first dioceses in the country to become notorious in that regard.)3 Our favorite pastor, Father Clyde, tooled around in a VW Bug covered with psychedelic peace signs and once waved a gun around during mass to “bring home the horrors of Vietnam.”

So you could say that Pam Tenbarge and I have simply stayed true to our anti-war, 1960s guitar-mass, post–Vatican II training at St. Mary’s, just as we’ve remained loyal to each other since the fifth grade, when we’d call each other every night to read the latest installments of the “novels” we were always working on. Her heroines, like their creator, were blond and saucy, with adorable Bobbie Brooks outfits and chronic boyfriend troubles, while mine were determined pioneer girls who churned butter—lots and lots of butter—and tended ailing mothers. My real mother, who was in ill health much of the time, never quite approved of the friendship, the stated reason being that Pam’s mom wore negligees in the middle of the afternoon.

It wasn’t until our freshman year at the public high school that we got to know Cathy Fleenor and Kim Harris, who were already good friends from their own church, Parkview Christian, where punch was served at wedding receptions. We were seated alphabetically, so I sat by Kim in nearly every class and got to know Cathy through her. Later, we all ran the school newspaper together, and because we were for some reason allowed to spend two full class periods each afternoon “newsgathering,” had hours a day to confer. Cath and Kim’s expressed ambitions for the future centered on marriage and family, mostly, which was the norm then and there. While Pam and I had our eyes on the road out of town at all times, or so I imagined.

Periodically, I’d send off for an admissions catalog from Radcliffe—thinking, I guess, that this was where overachievers went to die—which my parents would then pitch into the trash; no way was I going anywhere in the lefty Ivy League. We were still arguing over where I might be allowed to apply when, just before Christmas in our senior year, Pam calmly announced that she was getting married in a few days, to the older brother of the boy I’d been seeing. Because she was pregnant, I was not only forbidden to attend the wedding—probably to her relief, since I could not stop sniveling—but was made to go through with a planned holiday visit to the College of William & Mary in Colonial Williamsburg, a trip I viewed as my parents’ attempt to encourage my enrollment in another century.

Pam kept whatever regrets she might have had to herself; I was the one who minded the different turns our lives had taken. We never drifted apart, though, and I became godmother to her daughter, witness to her eventual annulment, and maid of honor at her wedding to the best-looking coal miner in town, who shares her political views and encouraged her to go to college in her thirties. She’s a public health nurse now, working with low-income women and worrying over budget cuts that mean she can no longer offer young moms on WIC4 a free breast pump. She has also become a professional giver of The Talk: “I’ve been doing puberty so long they all call me now—the junior high, the Girl Scouts. I like to do the girls; the boys are too silly.” Though she freely uses her own story to encourage abstinence, “there are too many who aren’t abstinent” to pretend otherwise, she says, though that is what she is supposed to do. “I have to be careful.”

That first night I’m back in town, on our way to pick up Pam’s husband, Stan, for their daughter Chloe’s high school basketball game, we pass the old Snap-on Tools factory, which opened here in 1937. After working nights and weekends to earn a college degree in his thirties, too, Stan had finally been able to quit the mine and get a business-side job at Snap-on, a job he loved until the day the place was shuttered. “Stan was still working there last year this time,” Pam says as we pass the empty building, which has a for-sale sign out front.

Stan is waiting for us in the parking lot outside the mine, so exhausted he’s even quieter than usual. There have been four roof-falls in the seven months since he went back to work there, and he takes his new job overseeing safety very seriously, constantly walking the mine to the point that he’s having trouble keeping weight on. Though he’s discouraged on the job front, “the one thing I can do for him now is feed him,” Pam says softly, “so I’m trying to do that really well.”

At the game, we say hi to our old geometry teacher and sit down with Pam’s mom, Sharon—still glamorous as ever in her sixties—who says that for the first time in her life, she didn’t bother voting in ’04, mostly because she found the idea of the new electronic voting machines too intimidating. Had she cast a ballot, she says, she would without question have gone for Kerry, though she’s been back and forth between the political parties in past races. “I didn’t really pay much attention until the debates, but I thought Kerry just mopped the floor with Bush. But no one else saw that, I guess. Then people criticized his wife and said she was not nice, but I thought she was great. Some of my friends raved about Bush, so I tried not to say anything. But one said, ‘I couldn’t vote for Kerry because of my religion.’ And she’s Catholic! I thought, ‘Oh, how small-minded.’ I don’t like Bush’s whole body language. You can tell a lot about a person from their body language, and he’s such a cocky little thing.” So, why didn’t she vote for the other guy? “Isn’t that awful?” she says.

I hear a lot of that kind of talk from women here, and a lot of sentences that begin and end with disclaimers: “Of course, this is only me talking, and I could be wrong.” Sharon’s granddaughter Chloe is the high scorer in the game, and she’s a good student, too, so Pam and Stan are naturally thinking about college scholarships. Chloe, meanwhile, is thinking about West Point, at the urging of a local alum. “I swear this child is not from me,” Pam tells me during the game. “I am not helping her” get an appointment to a military academy, “and I don’t know if that’s why she’s so gung ho. She’s got friends who are going to Iraq. She’s a good kid, so maybe this is her form of rebellion. I keep saying, ‘For Christ’s sake, Chloe, there’s a war on!’ But I’m afraid of talking it down too much.”

Next morning, a weekday, I head to early mass at St. Mary’s, where there are five people in attendance and I know three of them. They’ve just finished a beautifully done restoration of the old church, where I used to hide at recess, preferring pleasant chats with the Virgin Mary to embarrassing myself at softball. But the weekly parish bulletin tells me the place hasn’t changed so much; under the heading of KUDOS, there is a shout-out to those who helped celebrate Catholic School Week and another to those who brought cans of soup for the hungry on “Soup-er Bowl Sunday.” Then this item: “Kudos to the National Organization of Bishops and Priests of Australia for being the first national group to encourage optional celibacy to help the priest shortage.”

The pastor, Father Bill Rowe, a former air force chaplain, is known for the brevity of his homilies, including the one in which he derided The Passion of the Christ as “the Gospel according to Mel.” After mass, he sits down with me at a table in the new meet-and-greet space and observes that the majority of his fifteen hundred parishioners do seem to favor the Republican Party these days—chiefly over abortion, “though there are a lot of poor people in the area, and they’d be the first to reach out to help someone in trouble. We have a sister parish in Guatemala. And they haven’t thrown me out yet.”

Nor did his flock “buy that whole thing of refusing communion” to pro-choice politicians. “When we have weddings or funerals, I say everybody is welcome to receive, and I’ve brainwashed them enough that even the older people say, ‘Boy, I’m glad we do that now.’ Most of our parishes in southern Illinois are more liberal or open, so I just wonder what will happen when the younger priests come in trained under this pope.” John Paul II, he means. “People here still talk about how Clyde”—he of the psychedelic VW Bug—“challenged them to see church as worldwide and caring for the poor as our first job as Christians.”

Not all of my fellow Catholics at St. Mary’s have gone over to the GOP, of course, and some are reverse security moms who switched to Kerry over the war. After Father Bill goes off to fix something in the church, I stop in across the street at the Catholic Charities office to see Cindy Crumley, who is in my photo album wearing red velvet on our double date to the home-coming dance freshman year. Cindy married a guy a couple of years ahead of us who does construction and roadwork in season, while she does casework here and cleans the church for extra cash. The youngest of their five kids made the news the previous summer for catching Ken Griffey, Jr.’s five hundredth home-run ball at a game in St. Louis. “We could have paid for his college with what that ball would have brought, but he gave it back to Ken Griffey,” she says, proud that he’d resisted the temptation to cash in. “People thought he was crazy.”

Cindy used to vote Republican and got a lot of pressure to go with Bush this time: “My mom said I couldn’t vote for Kerry because he’s for abortions, but she knows nothing about the man except he’s a baby killer.” In the end, Cindy took her twenty-four-year-old marine son’s advice instead. “He’s in Iraq, and he said, ‘Mom, you can’t vote for Bush because he wants to keep us over here.’ Jared gets out in May, and it’s been a long four years.”

But over lunch at Hadley’s with Pam and me, another former classmate, Jeanne Condol, reports that her son was one of only two kids in the eighth grade at St. Mary’s to cast a vote for Kerry in their mock election. “And the other kid was French! They just moved here. Clay told his class he didn’t like Bush because of Iraq, and Johnny Trimble said, ‘Yeah, but what about abortion?’ They put some pressure on him, but he stayed with Kerry. Just him and Adrien.” Jeanne, who is a CPA, is agitated still about the election, though she hadn’t been much of a partisan in the past. “I’m an independent; I didn’t vote for Clinton either time. And even though I did vote for Gore, it was only when we went into Iraq that I really lost it” for Bush. “He’s made us less safe and created thousands of new terrorists who would think nothing of killing Americans, including my kids.” “I just want a president who doesn’t make stupid faces,” Pam puts in, and an older man walking by our booth turns around and gapes at her.

Though Jeanne’s dad was a prominent local Democrat, her mom, Viola Kieffer, has turned Republican in recent years, and after our meal, we drive out to see her. Sitting in Vi’s kitchen brings back memories of Paleolithic slumber parties with a Carole King soundtrack. The print of van Gogh’s The Potato Eaters that used to hang on the far wall has been retired, I notice, and there are likenesses of Jesus and George Bush propped up around the room now. “We don’t any of us like this war; he opened up a big can of worms when he went there,” Vi says. But, no surprise, “abortion is my main reason” for switching parties. “A lot of my kids”—Jeanne is the youngest of six—“didn’t like the way I voted, but I did it anyway.”

In fact, almost every woman I talk to here mentions abortion as part of her Election Day calculus. And that includes every one of my friend Cathy’s coworkers at an agency that provides in-home nursing care in Evansville, Indiana, forty miles away. Those who mention the war at all do so to explain why they voted for Kerry. “This is the only time in my life I voted Democrat, but the war was huge,” says one of them, Kim Licht, who works in medical records. “My dad was in World War Two, and he thinks this war is horrible. He says not one boy will come back normal, and I just think it was unjustified. I’m still feeling a little guilty over my vote because of abortion, but what cushions me on that is that there was a little back-alley doctor who some of my friends went to for abortions for fifty dollars, and they would bleed for weeks.”

Even I am slightly startled by how open to Democratic persuasion these women are; as white married women in supposedly deep-red Indiana, they are a demographic considered increasingly out of reach for the blue team in a state the party had long written off. Yet to hear them tell it, their problem with the Democrats is pretty singular: It begins and ends with abortion.5 Yvonne Hardy, a nurse and homesteader who grows all of her own food, sums up the tension this way: “Every time I vote, it makes me sick. Because morally, I’m a Republican, but environmentally, a Democrat.” In the end, she usually votes what she thinks of as her morality over her pocketbook, and her planet.

Income inequality in this country is not widely seen as a moral issue, though the middle class is not just losing ground—it’s disappearing. In the Bush years, the already advantaged have been pampered to the point that the distribution of both wealth and income is now more unequal that at any time since the Great Depression.6 So why are tax cuts that heavily favor those least in need not a moral issue? Why is a dignified retirement for working people not a moral imperative? How do Republicans get away with policies that benefit so few?

The answer that comes through here is unambiguous: Americans prefer to think of themselves as voting for something more than their own economic interest. And while Republicans routinely offer a claim on the moral high ground—a vote for life!—that’s ground the Democrats have barely set foot on since Bill Clinton turned us into a party of pragmatists, though he talked about God easily enough. Even with Clinton’s superior skills, and the gift that Ross Perot’s third-party candidacy turned out to be, it was as a “different kind of Democrat,” willing to shred the safety net, that he broke the Republican lock on the presidency. It would be hard to argue that the country didn’t benefit as a result, but Clinton’s party did lose something in the bargain: our sense of ourselves as Democrats. And without that, no amount of Republican bungling will assure a win by default.

Wake up and smell the incense, people. This is a country of true believers, and yet here we are, so ashamed to show any embarrassing trace of bleeding-heart idealism that we’re happy to let the party of big business play the misty-eyed romantics. There are so many voters like Yvonne Hardy who are struggling to do the moral thing at election time. Yet our answer, condescending as well as off-point, is to assume that education is all that’s lacking—“Would somebody get this woman a calculator?”—and to talk all the louder about what’s in it for her. So if Yvonne thinks voting her values means opposing abortion rights, period, whose fault is that?

Other than abortion, the rationale I hear cited most often by Democratic defectors is the perception that Kerry and his party are elitists who condescend to Middle Americans, to believers in general and Christians in particular. One woman who feels this way is another former classmate, Carol Woodard, whose farm family raised corn, soybeans, and Democrats. Carol was always way out of my league, coolness-wise—a funny, funky hippie chick who partied, sang in a band sometimes, and hung out with gay guys. Who might not be quite what you have in mind, in other words, when you think “values voter.” Yet Carol, who’s a cardio-rehab nurse and single mom, sums up why she voted Republican in ’04 this way: “I just felt like we were being discriminated against”—the “we” in this case being Christians. Though I don’t agree, I don’t think this came to Carol in a FOX-fomented dream, either. So many midwesterners say they hear cultural condescension coming at them from national Democrats that it would be a mistake to write off this notion as mere spin. And women, who so often are underestimated, seem particularly alive to these perceived slights.

Though the president’s family may be more Kennebunkport than Crawford, the first President Bush knew what he was doing when he took up with Lee Greenwood and the Gatlin Brothers—and probably laughed harder than anyone when he heard about Whoopi Goldberg’s blue Bush jokes at a Kerry fund-raiser during the ’04 campaign. (You know, the funnies that W.’s campaign manager said showed Kerry “doesn’t share the same values” as the rest of America, delighted to suggest yet again that Democrats relate a lot more to the coasts, to Hollywood and Harvard, than to Mr. and Mrs. Normal living anywhere in between.) During the same gala, at Radio City Music Hall, comedian Chevy Chase joked about the president’s supposedly feeble intellect: “This guy’s as bright as an egg timer.” It’s this kind of casual, highly expendable slam on Bush’s brainpower that offends Middle Americans more than Whoopi’s dirty jokes. Conservative pundits live for such comments. For decades, they’ve been using them to convince average Americans of liberal snootiness—by exploiting our insecurities and making us wonder, “Do I resemble that remark?” But knowing that’s the case makes the fact that Democrats carry right on making such cracks, which are not even irresistibly hilarious, all the more puzzling—and, though I never like my children to use this word, not a little stupid.

In the teachers’ lounge at the public high school in Fairfield, Illinois, where Kim’s husband, Dana, teaches math, I hear multiple variations on this theme of condescension. “Look,” says Pam Robbins, “I used to be a Democrat, and I’m still very much Independent. I voted for Clinton. I’m religious but not a fanatic; I see a lot of gray. My mother has Alzheimer’s, so I’m for stem cell research, and I’m not against people’s right to an abortion.” But Kerry “just struck me as arrogant,” she says, while Bush gave her “the feeling that this was a more open person who would not be, ‘I’m important and you’re not.’” Another teacher at the table, Lori Robson, gets a huge laugh when she says, “Kerry just did not rub me right. His whole demeanor—I felt like he thought he was better than us. Even though Bush is from a wealthy family, he doesn’t look down on us.”

There is no point in arguing, is there? In politics, the difference between perception and reality could hardly be more meaningless. The tepid-to-turned-off response to Kerry is all the more damning to those who chose him, given how few Bush voters—even in counties that went for him 70–30—offer anything approaching a wholehearted endorsement of the man just a few months after the election. And for the Democrats, the scary thing is not that Kerry was the wrong candidate, but that they couldn’t see that walking away.

Surely one of the president’s most convinced critics here is Pam’s boss at the Wabash County Health Department, Patti Skees, who motions me into her office at the old railroad depot. “Well, I’m not pro-choice,” she starts in, “but I’m not going to stop abortion by legislating it; I’m going to stop it by supporting family planning. And you can bet if Jenna or Barbara got knocked up—” She stops herself. “Some people think Bush has got the red phone right to God, and that terrifies me. He’s just a money boy, an oil-money boy, is all, and if you look into his background, you will see he is not an ethical man.” Patti’s husband, a salesman, “sees the economy getting better. Of course, he’s not buying the groceries, mind you, and I don’t see that. But this inauguration, and the money they spent on that when we’re at war really torqued me off. I thought, ‘Take one of those designer dresses off one of those twins and armor us a tank.’”

Most others in the health department seem to disagree, though they see the results of Republican social policy every day: “I’m a registered Democrat, and I’m not for being in Iraq, but I’ll tell you what, I voted for Bush,” offers one of Pam’s colleagues, Candy Kemper. “I don’t know that Bush is totally truthful, and he’s not the smartest person in the world, but Kerry, I really didn’t like his wife, and that influenced me. She has a smart mouth and doesn’t control it.” Another voter put off by the smarty-pants party. It is not, as you often hear frustrated Democrats say, that average voters don’t want a smart president; they just don’t want a president who comes across like he thinks the rest of us are none too bright.

Though it’s no comfort, I do think that perception is partly a matter of miscommunication across a regional divide. How would I know? Because after two decades with my husband, I am able still to confound him with the odd down-home expression, and it’s a matter of tone even more than of words; there are still times he thinks I’m shooting for irony when, no, I’m perfectly sincere. The very last time I uttered the phrase “You are too kind!”—to a New York Times colleague who had just handed me a Christmas present—she was so sure I was being sarcastic that she nearly took it back. Yet I am nevertheless forced into service as some kind of hobbled cultural mediator, defending my fellow midwesterners to my father-inlaw, who regularly voices his feeling that not a lot of brain strain goes on out there in America. Then I defend my fellow East Coast liberals to my father, who finds us a generally insufferable lot of dissolute know-it-alls. One of my own pet peeves in this regional standoff is the notion that midwesterners are all mounds of flesh whose favorite treat is Cheez Whiz on white bread, with maybe a Mountain Dew chaser, topped off by some HoHos. So I had to laugh when Kim and Pam came to visit me last year and one of Kim’s first observations on Washington was “Where are all the fat people?”

Mount Carmel is in all ways closer to Nashville than Chicago, an hour’s drive from the Kentucky line. Early in my marriage, my father-in-law used to pretend he had trouble penetrating my slightly southern-tinged accent. “What did she say?” he’d ask my husband. The first Thanksgiving we were married, we invited both families to our apartment in Manhattan. Making conversation over the traditional yams smothered in marshmallows, my mother told a story about accompanying me to the English as a Second Language (ESL) class I taught at our church in Chelsea. My father-in-law exploded in laughter: “Imagine the poor immigrants walking around New York with an accent like Melinda’s!” I can still see the WMD-level look my mother shot him that Thanksgiving, and probably, so can he. So it’s telling, I think, that my continuing to get together with my oldest friends puzzles even her: “You have nothing in common with them anymore.” Though she, too, objects to what she sees as the condescension of the East Coast intelligentsia, even she wonders what we have to talk about.

The last night I am in town is “girls’ night in” and Cath, Pam, and I meet at Kim’s, where we are in no time sprawled out over every piece of furniture in her living room, sipping wine and mainlining munchies. Kim picks up right where we left off on the hiking trail in West Virginia: “You were right that the WMDs have not been found. But it’s so difficult for me to second-guess a whole government and think they just sent kids to war for fun.” Not for fun, no, I say, eager to agree. “Honestly, I’m just not that political,” she says, and for a minute, there is comity tonight. But then Pam remarks, “It’s a shame Clinton got raked over the coals, when FDR had a girlfriend, too, and JFK…” Five minutes later, we are not only talking, and all at once, but shouting, and then laughing, about Bill and Hill. “Weren’t we having this discussion about Bush?” Kim says. “What is it about the Clintons?”

Whatever it is, it is stronger than we are. “I think Bush is as much an old coot as any of the rest of them, and has probably pulled some deals in his time,” Kim continues, “but Bill Clinton was so disrespectful to his little—He had a daughter. I mean, for four to eight years, behave your frigging self!” For her, it’s the lack of respect that rankles as much as the bad-boy behavior. When another moratorium on Clinton talk is called, Cath at first says her central complaint is that the Democrats “have too many broken promises” on health care. I ask if she means the health care legislation the Republican Congress blocked back when Clinton was president, and Kim asks if I’m here to argue or learn something; point taken. But as we keep talking, Cath makes clear that it’s not really health care that’s driving her politics: Her father, a union welder who died too young, had always said that the GOP was better for business—a business like the construction company Cathy’s brother and husband are partners in, for instance, which is doing well enough that they have been able to buy a lake house. Well enough that she can at least aspire to a big tax break.

Pam can’t quite let that go by: “Oh, really? Ask Jerry Tenbarge”—her dad, who was a Pepsi-Cola distributor. “He was always a Republican, too, until his small business got bought out from under him,” after Pepsi did away with their middlemen. Cath regrets having touched a nerve, and says, “Those corporations are too rich to even fathom what middle-class people go through.”

But that in turn sets Kim off. “You say middle class, and I’m not even middle class! I work sixty hours a week, and Dana works full-time plus three classes a week at night, and that’s just my life.” She wants to know what bugs me so much about the current administration, anyway, and when I mention the environment, among other things, she says she finds that funny. “We’re already regulated to death,” Kim says, “and if they don’t ease up on all those environmental regulations, we won’t have any more manufacturing in this country. So if you’re telling me he’s eased it at all, you’re making me like him more.” As a mom, doesn’t she worry that we’re poisoning the planet? Not at all, she says. “But I guess it just goes back to the whole religious thing again. I put my faith in God. I don’t think we’re poisoning the planet, but even if we are, then maybe that’s how this planet is supposed to end.” And though I don’t gasp at that or anything, I do have to concede in my own mind that there are some fissures even friendship cannot backfill.

More concrete and urgent to Kim than any danger posed by dying coral reefs is her everyday reality as a components buyer at Airtex, an automotive fuel and water-pump maker headquartered here and recently sold to the Carlyle Group. She’s doing a job that she says would have kept several people employed full-time a decade ago. “I buy thirty million dollars a year in inventory from all over the world, and have to make sure we get the components on time, but not too soon so we’re not holding inventory,” she explains. “If a ship breaks down and we don’t get a plastic cap we need, we have to send people home, so sometimes you’re flying stuff in from Germany or China and spending twelve hundred dollars to ship in three hundred dollars’ worth of product, and then you have to explain to upper management why you had to do that.” Since the new management came in, “now it’s accountability, and it’s cut, cut, cut. Maybe I’m wrong,” she says pointedly, “but I don’t remember you ever working for a place like that.”
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