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WISENHEIMER


INTRODUCTION

When people hear that I was a high school debater, they usually just nod, trying to be kind; if they are less tactful, they scrunch their faces up into a look that means something like “But debaters are such losers.” An ex-girlfriend of mine—someone with whom I had traveled the world, someone who had brought me home to meet her parents—told me after we’d been dating for a year that she had almost refused to go out with me because she’d heard that I’d once been a debater. She was not the only one for whom my past was a liability. Here’s the cruel irony: the better a debater you are, the bigger a loser you’re assumed to be. A third-string member of the debate team, one who goes to just a couple of tournaments a year, might be a normal, likable guy. But a champion debater, a debate team captain, with a wall of gold-spray-painted trophies at home, is most definitely to be avoided.

I can’t pretend there isn’t something to the stereotype. It’s pretty much true that if juvenile delinquents are boys with too much time on their hands, debaters are those with too many words. High school debate and oratory draw heavily from the ranks of the annoying: the walking dictionary, the wordsharp, the talker, the gasser, the jiver, the bloviator, the wisenheimer.

You know this boy (he’s usually a boy). You went to high school with him, and even if the two of you never talked—even if you turned the other way when you saw him approaching by the lockers—you still know him, because you saw him on television or in the movies. He’s Alex P. Keaton, the necktie-wearing young Republican on the 1980s sitcom Family Ties. He’s at least three characters played by Matthew Broderick and two played by Jason Bateman and one by Val Kilmer. He’s the boy with more brains than brawn. The boy who makes wisecracks from the sidelines of football games he’ll never play in.

In the movies, and in real life, this boy turns to debate because it’s the one place where he can be rewarded for talking. His teacher may get exasperated by his compulsive hand-raising, his parents may tell him to stop arguing and just accept “Because I said so!” and his friends may roll their eyes when he launches into yet another disquisition on drug legalization, the designated-hitter rule, or Apple versus IBM. But on the debate team, his facility with words and his fund of knowledge are unquestionably good. He may be useless at sports, but by debating he can win glory for his school. He may not have a wide circle of friends, but on the debate circuit he’ll meet peers from around the state, the country, even the world.

Sometimes, especially in the movies, debaters are even inspirational. In The Great Debaters, Denzel Washington coaches a team of debaters from an all-black college, and they are a credit to their race. In Thumbsucker, a 2005 movie based on a novel by Walter Kirn, the protagonist overcomes his thumb-sucking habit (with the help of Ritalin) to become a debate champion. In Rocket Science, from 2007, a boy with a debilitating stutter joins the debate team to get a girl; he can’t defeat his stutter or win the girl, but his futile attempts are nonetheless a kind of triumph.

But in the popular imagination debaters are more like Denis Cooverman, the profusely sweating protagonist of Larry Doyle’s 2007 comedic novel, I Love You, Beth Cooper. The night after he gives the valedictorian’s speech at the Buffalo Grove High School commencement, Denis discovers that being good at interscholastic oratory doesn’t help when trying to score with a girl in a car: “Denis spoke nine languages, three of them real, had countless debate trophies (16), had won the Optimist’s Club Oratorical Contest with a speech the judges had called the most pessimistic they had ever heard. Was there no romantic line, no conversation starter, no charming anecdote, no bon mot, no riddle or limerick he could pull out of his ass right now?”

I’ll admit it: my younger self was part Denis Cooverman. I was also part Hollywood movie debate hero, part Alex P. Keaton, even part Kirk Cameron in the atrocious 1989 debate movie Listen to Me. I was all the stereotypes: girl-shy nerd, policy wonk, glib wiseass, credit to his school.

But I was also something more than that: I was a boy who loved language. For me, debate was not just about winning trophies or getting into college. It was about finding the other boys and girls who cared about words. Becoming a debater was like finding my tribe. Once I had been lost, but now I was found. I was like a gambler seeing the lights of Las Vegas rise up before me in the desert. I was the adolescent Star Trek fan, ridiculed at school, finding love at a sci-fi convention. I was a Jew in the land of Israel. A rock climber in Yosemite. A gay boy at musical theater camp.

And debate wasn’t just about camaraderie. No movie has ever captured the artistic ecstasy I found at those tournaments. One’s speech in a round of debate is, if everything is working just right, an eight-minute aria, with pauses for breath, with high notes and easy notes, with glimpses beyond the footlights to see if the audience is listening and to see if they love you. The aria has its distinct sections: approaching the lectern, pausing, rifling through sheaves of paper lightly jotted upon, greeting the audience—“Worthy opponents, honored colleagues, distinguished guests”—beginning, going off script and making eye contact, seeing that they’re with you, listening, listening some more, returning to the script, saying something you didn’t even know was funny, hearing them laugh, knowing that now they’re yours, pausing, clicking through the arguments, hearing your points land with a satisfying thud, hearing their murmurs of assent, casually adjusting the knot of your tie, improvising, seeing eyebrows arched knowingly and affirmingly, returning to the text, decelerating, perorating, offering thanks, stepping down.

All debaters love winning, but I also loved debating itself. I loved the aria of the speech and the ballet of the room, the debaters’ rising and sitting, gesturing and gesticulating. People don’t believe me when I tell them this, but I never got upset when I lost—only when I stumbled over words or dropped an argument, or when a lame joke I never should have attempted fell flat. Speaking was an art; I’d always felt that way, since before I’d had the words to say so. As a kindergartner, I would ask adults about the differences between who and whom or further and farther. I listened closely to syntax, wondering why one boy would call another “a big fat idiot” instead of “a fat big idiot.” I could hear my heart beat when an orator paused dramatically, for effect. My parents hated Ronald Reagan, but I loved listening to him speak. He might not put language to the most agreeable ends (or so the adults told me), but he took language seriously, and I noticed. As a nine-year-old watching a black-and-white broadcast of Martin Luther King Jr.’s “I Have a Dream” speech, I started sobbing. In 1984, when I was ten, I rooted for John Kerry to win the open Senate seat from Massachusetts, because he gave better speeches than Ray Shamie, his Republican opponent.

For many years, I carried a kind of secret shame about the love I felt for oratory. Next to my friends’ passions, mine seemed so trifling. In high school, college, and graduate school, I had friends who played classical cello, or ran the mile in just over four minutes, or could quote from memory Petrarch’s sonnets for Laura. As a hack actor in high school, I would watch from the wings as my more gifted classmates made real art onstage; during our run of Guys and Dolls in eleventh grade, I listened every night as Adam Donshik sang “More I Cannot Wish You,” and I thought that I would trade anything for a voice like his. Singing was beautiful and glamorous; public speaking was not. It was 1991, the elder George Bush was president, and his speeches were less memorable than Dana Carvey’s lampoons of them. Who, I wondered, gave speeches anymore—the real kind, the kind that people applauded without realizing they had jumped to their feet?

Well, I tried to, about every other Sunday when school was in session. Competitive speaking was the most vital thing in my life, in that era before wife, children, dog, mortgage. I never debate now, and I hardly ever give speeches. When I do it’s to talk about some book I’ve written; my spoken words are entirely in service to my written words, and there are no trophies anywhere (I donated them all to my high school, where they sit in a cardboard box in Mr. Robison’s office, waiting for the trophy case that the school promised the team years ago). There are no extant videotapes of what I did, no YouTube clips, nothing that could ever show up on Hulu. But there are memories, lots of them, of speeches given on wintry days in cold classrooms in brick buildings in small New England towns. And of traveling the world, meeting teenagers from other lands, getting drunk, almost getting laid.

In debate I also made friends I haven’t seen since but whom I truly miss. I would love to ask them why they started debating. For some it may have been a chance to get away from their boarding schools on weekends; others, I’m sure, were interested mainly in their college applications. But many of them were like me: Words were my thing. Talking was what I did. I had no choice. Debate was my first experience of the power of art, and it turned what otherwise would have been a bearable, often lonely, largely forgettable adolescence into a thrilling time.



I

When I was a small child, Walter and Rebekah Kirschner, my mother’s parents, were my favorite people in the world. They were kind and generous and interested in what their young grandson thought about things. Visiting them in Philadelphia at their big house on Carpenter Lane—my grandfather was a retired carpenter, and he lived on Carpenter Lane, a bit of serendipity that I found marvelous—I would go to bed late, usually after my grandfather and I had watched an 11 P.M. rerun of Benny Hill on the snowy UHF channel, and rise early. Coming downstairs in the morning, I would find my grandmother in her housecoat, leaning forward in her seat at the kitchen table, her big, thyroidal eyes scanning the morning newspaper from behind large plastic frames. Approaching from behind, I would hug her around the neck; without looking up from her crossword puzzle or word jumble, she would say, “Good morning, lover.” (That old-fashioned, noncarnal sense of the word has all but been lost, but my grandmother refused to abandon it.) The kitchen smelled of coffee, soft-boiled egg, and toast; my grandfather was somewhere on the grounds doing his gardening or, if we were in the fallow months, working with wood in his garage or basement.

More than the smells—of the seedlings my grandfather was planting, of sawdust, of coffee in the kitchen, of yesterday’s perfume still lingering about my grandmother’s neck—I remember the sounds of Carpenter Lane. Classical music was always on the hi-fi, as my grandfather called it. The dial was set to public radio, which in those days mostly played music (my grandparents were part of that small, now forgotten column of people who mourned as news and talk shows slowly pushed aside their music on NPR). When he heard a piece that displeased him, something too modern or atonal, my grandfather would switch off the radio and put on a vinyl record of Eugene Ormandy conducting the Philadelphia Orchestra. For decades my grandparents went faithfully to the Academy of Music to hear those concerts, even after Ormandy gave way to Riccardo Muti as conductor. Toward the end of his life, my grandfather began to acquire compact discs, but he never played them, and it’s the warm sound of vinyl, with its intermittent pops and scratches, that I remember.

The sounds of their home, the aural landscape, comprised not just music but words, carefully chosen. My grandparents spoke a kind of English that one hears less and less today. They rarely raised their voices, they spoke slowly, they spoke with care. My grandfather had been raised speaking Yiddish, and my grandmother had grown up with a mix of German and accented English, but when they spoke English it was with the General American accent, the Ohio or Nebraska sound that television newscasters are trained to use. A practiced ear could hear a slight trace of Philadelphia in the way my grandfather said “merry”—it sounded like the name “Murray”—but in general he spoke like a college graduate from Anywhere.

My grandfather was one of eight children, my grandmother one of ten, and all their siblings had good grammar and literate vocabularies, but my grandparents had higher standards than that. My grandparents were old socialists to the core, believers in rule by the masses, but that did not mean they believed in speaking like the masses. One might say that they were Leninists, insofar as they believed that there had to be an educated vanguard to lead the people to revolution. Perhaps. But it would be more accurate to say that in addition to being socialists, they were snobs.

It’s not an unusual combination, or even an unexpected one, leftism and snobbery. When my grandfather graduated from high school in 1929, he found that many of the people he met who shared his interest in books and the arts, especially among fellow Jews, were members of the Communist Party. Communists read, and they talked about ideas, and they had theories about the place of art in the world. They read Dreiser and Dos Passos and Steinbeck, then argued about which ones had good politics and which ones’ politics were damnable. To these Communists, culture mattered. For my grandparents, then, being a Communist was a way of being learned, and it was also a way of being unusual, being more than just another working-class Jew.

But there was also an ethical dimension to my grandparents’ snobbery. When so many people don’t have the schools they deserve, when there is so much illiteracy in the world, what kind of ungrateful person would refuse the lessons of a good education? If you’re fortunate enough to have good teachers, or to have been exposed to books, it’s incumbent upon you, they believed, to use what you’ve been given. And only the worst kind of ingrate would put on uneducated airs, as a pose—that was like spitting on your schoolteachers’ hard work. If my grandfather had ever met a folk-singing wannabe who affected a hobo’s background, a troubadour of the ersatz–Woody Guthrie school, he would have been bemused.

That’s not to say that my grandparents spoke the Queen’s English. In one of those perverse twists of snobbery, they also looked down on people whose affectations ran in the other direction, too fancy. My grandmother always said that she didn’t like the way that her friend Adele Margolis said “foyer.” “It’s not foy-ay,” my grandmother would insist aloud, after a visit with Adele. “We’re not in France.”

My grandmother, in particular, had an explicit belief in language as the backbone of a civil society. She wrote letters. She called people on the telephone to ask how they were doing. She made social calls on her neighbors. She believed in social intercourse, and for that one needed language, preferably well spoken and adhering to certain agreed-upon rules. One morning I came downstairs to find her at the kitchen table in her housecoat, not working on a crossword puzzle or a word jumble but writing a letter.

“Who are you writing to, Grandma?” I asked.

“Whom,” she said, a little disappointed that by age ten I had not yet mastered the object pronoun. Her tone was kind, however, and I knew not to take it personally. She only corrected her children and grandchildren, the people she felt closest to. “I am writing to Vincent Fumo, my state senator. It’s about our license plate.”

“What’s wrong with your license plate?” I asked. “Did it fall off?”

“Not my license plate. Everyone’s. The motto on it reads YOU’VE GOT A FRIEND IN PENNSYLVANIA. But that’s not correct. It should be YOU HAVE A FRIEND IN PENNSYLVANIA. The got is unnecessary. I’m writing to him to say that they should change it.”

That was morning activity in my grandparents’ house. Whenever I wonder where I get my love for language, my close attention to it, my deep investment in it, I think about my grandmother bent over a piece of stationery, demanding that her state senator change the Pennsylvania license plate. I wasn’t the first wisenheimer in my family.

I’m not even the second.

My mother also has very particular views about language. Like her mother, she would never say foy-ay. In fact, whenever anyone on television does say foy-ay, she says, “My mother always hated it when Adele Margolis talked like that.” I’ve never met Adele Margolis, but I can never hear any French pronunciation come from the lips of an American—foy-ay, oh-mahzh (homage), ahn-deeve(endive)—without thinking about my grandmother’s occasionally snooty frenemy. My mother also has a particular objection to non-Jews using Yiddish words, to the point that she once got annoyed with a Gentile friend who printed an invitation to her “40th-birthday shindig,” until I pointed out to my mother that shindig was not a Yiddish word. “Well it sounds like one!” she said. (Of course, my mother is right to take exception to the locution of another friend of hers, a WASP from Greenwich, Connecticut, who talks about her husband’s “chutz-pah,” with the accent on the second syllable.) My mother is sensitive about the pronunciation of her name, Joanne, which she pronounces with a somewhat broad a—not quite Jo-ahn, but getting there—and won’t allow to be pronounced with the accent on the first syllable or with any nasal action on the second. And she can’t abide the word girlfriend when used with a nonromantic connotation. If my younger sister wanted to give my mother a coronary, she might try saying, “Me and a couple girlfriends are going to get a manicure.” I once asked my mother where she got that prejudice against girlfriend, and she said that her mother had frowned upon the word. “I used it once, and she said to me, ‘We don’t talk like that.’”

Who did talk like that? The residents of South Philadelphia, for one thing. My grandparents didn’t approve of American Bandstand, which adolescent girls all over Philadelphia watched on TV every afternoon, broadcast live from a studio on Market Street. “If my father saw me watching it, he would say, ‘Now why don’t you turn that off,’” my mother once told me. “The primary thing was, it was TV. But he also didn’t approve of those girls, with their teased hair and their pencil skirts. And he thought they must cut class at the end of the day to get to the studio on time. Why weren’t they home studying? That’s what afternoons were for, or for French club or Spanish club. My mother didn’t approve of the way they talked. When they did the roll call, the girls would get up and say, ‘Annette, South Philly.’ My mother would say, ‘We don’t talk like that. It’s South Philadelphia.’”

In my earliest years, then, the importance of language was all around me. It was there implicitly, in the careful way my elders spoke, and it was there explicitly, in their pronouncements and harrumphs of disapproval. Yes, this was snobbery. My parents did try to keep the snobbery within the family. We were taught from a young age not to correct other people’s speech, so that we wouldn’t be perceived by friends or neighbors as elitists. And doesn’t every family have its snobbery? The happiest, most close-knit families are close-knit because they have a culture of the family, a sense of the particular traits they share. Some families are musical, others are good at tennis, or especially pious, or perhaps just unusually numerous (I could write a whole other book about being the eldest of four children). For our part, we talked a certain way.

When I think about my grandmother, who died when I was fifteen, or about my grandfather, who died recently at age ninety-five, I think about their language. I can hear my grandfather talking about his friend Joe Ehrenreich, always carefully pronounced “Ehrenrei chh,” with the German fricative against the back of the throat. I can hear his overly correct pronunciation of the great Philadelphia river, the Schuylkill, which most Philadelphians call the Skookil—no first l, the whole word pronounced quickly—but which he languorously, luxuriously called the School-kill: “I love to see the houseboats lit up at night on the banks of the School-kill,” he said. I miss hearing him talk that way. Nobody else makes the river sound so beautiful. Except, now that I think of it, my mother.



II

If you asked my two brothers and my sister about language in our family, I don’t think that they would have the strong sense I have that people talked differently at 90 Bronson Terrace, Springfield, Massachusetts. I probably have the greatest attachment to language as a total vocation, comprising writing and speaking. My brother Daniel, two years younger than I am, speaks more haltingly, and as a young child he was shy in the way of many boys with talkative older brothers. Still, he is now a professional writer. And my brother Jonathan, six years younger than Daniel, is a very gifted rapper; he would probably be famous if Eminem hadn’t taken our culture’s designated spot for Famous White Rapper. (We could have tried carving out a spot for him as Famous Jewish Rapper, but all three Beastie Boys got there first.) Jonathan, by the way, was a French major in college, and our sister Rachel, who was born when I was fourteen, nearly majored in Italian.

What my siblings might say is that we Oppenheimers do language because we can’t do anything else. That was certainly true of me. I wasn’t musical, wasn’t mathematical, couldn’t draw. I didn’t have an extraordinary IQ. But more than any of my siblings, even more than my parents and grandparents, I was articulate.

My mother’s family heritage found its ultimate expression in me: I had the nature to go with the nurture. I knew very big words and knew how to use them. More than that, I had mastered the entire conversational affect of a much older person. By the time I was six years old, I deployed adult clichés—dive right in, hit the road, take one for the team—with no self-consciousness. When talking with me, people would forget my age. I remember Mr. Nowak, my fifth-grade social studies teacher, telling me what he’d done over the weekend (I was the kind of child who asked his teachers if they’d had a good weekend): “It was great,” he told me. “Tommy and I played golf yesterday.” It took me a moment to realize that “Tommy” was Mr. Rice, my English teacher.

Compared with the other students in the gifted classes, I was nothing remarkable. Yet the average adult, if introduced to two smart nine-year-olds, a girl who can do geometry and a boy who uses words like dissembled and eviscerated, finds the boy more astonishing. At that age, speaking well is a better party trick. But my gift, verbiage, presented a unique problem: you can have the words, but without the wisdom they don’t count for much. There are nine-year-olds who can do postcollegiate mathematics, and nine-year-olds whose music virtuosity does not betray their age, but there has never been the nine-year-old who wrote accomplished adult poetry or a moving novel. If your gift is for words, you can write stuff that’s good given your age, but not stuff that’s good, period.

I felt this constraint, keenly. I even think that, if asked, I could have described what I was feeling: that someday I could be a fine wordsmith, but for the time being I just had all these words and no place to take them. So I did what millions of boys before me—and girls, too, but not as frequently as boys—had done. I began to think of myself, around fourth grade, as a master of words. I became a wiseass.

Or maybe I was a smart aleck, or even a wisenheimer. I like those terms better, not just because they are less crude but because they suggest a real person—some prepubescent named Aleck who always corrected his teachers’ grammar in junior high and always had the best cracks about other kids’ moms. (Can’t you picture this little Aleck Wisenheimer? In my mind he’s Jewish, probably has glasses, and after insulting you runs out of the room before you can throw a punch. He’s like Eddie Haskell but without the gift for amusing his friends’ mothers.) Note the linguistic tropism, too, how the good connotations of smart and wise are subverted: a smart aleck is a smart guy gone bad, a boy whose smartness is being used stupidly, while a wisenheimer actually lacks wisdom. He might not be cruel, he might not mean any harm, but a wisenheimer is a smart guy you wish had a little less smarts.

From the time I learned my first words, my parents were worried. For one thing, I never stopped talking. Some children never stop moving, other children never go to sleep, but I never stopped talking. All young children go through their inquisitive stages—“Why is the water blue, Mommy?” . . . “But why does it reflect the sky?”—but mine was extreme. What my parents remember about me as a two-year-old accords perfectly with my own faint memories of that age: the unquenchable desire to say more, to be understood better, and, above all, to have conversations with adults. I found children my age maddeningly slow. I’d ask them a question, and they didn’t know what I meant, or they would take forever to answer. Grown-ups, by contrast, talked smoothly, without hesitation, and their conversations went on and on.

I’d try to engage my mother in adult conversation, and she tried to be patient. But my brother was born when I was just twenty-one months old, and when I was two my father got a new job. He was home more than most fathers; we had left New York City for Springfield in 1976 so he could teach at a small law school that had just opened, and being a law professor is a good, family-friendly occupation. But some days my mother would pick up the phone at two, after Daniel had gone down for a nap and she was hoping for a brief rest. “Tim, you have to come home,” she would say. “He won’t stop talking . . . Mark, that’s who—he just won’t stop talking . . . Please, I need a break.”

I wasn’t being rude, or raising my voice, or using bad words—I wasn’t doing any of the things I’d been told not to do with my words. I had just been talking, that’s all. But my mother was almost crying.

It wasn’t just how much I talked, but what I said. All children ask inappropriate questions, but mine came more often and at a younger age. I remember one morning when I was three years old. Sue Garvey, a round-faced woman, was watching over me and some other children at Mudpie, the child-care cooperative through which my parents had met most of their new Springfield friends.

“Sue, I have a question,” I said.

“Yes, Mark, what is it?”

I was sitting on the floor and Sue was in a chair. I remember looking up from her feet to her face; she was hunching forward, to be closer to me.

“Why are you so fat?”

She uncurled her body and sat upright. All of a sudden, her face was far away from mine.

“It’s because I have a health problem called lupus,” she said. “I take drugs that make me gain weight.”

“Oh.”

“But Mark?”

“Yes?”

“It doesn’t make people feel good when you ask about their weight.”

“It doesn’t?”

“No, Mark, it doesn’t.”

“Oh.”

How do you convey to a child that his natural curiosity needs to be tempered? Or, more difficult, how do you tell him that not everyone will think that his use of language—which is so impressive to Mommy and Daddy and Grandpop and Grandmom—is such a good thing? One day I was an infant being praised for saying my first words, and barely a few months later my parents were trying to figure out how to dial me back. I asked our next-door neighbor in Springfield if she dyed her hair. I wandered around a women’s clothing boutique in Pittsburgh, one owned by a childhood friend of my father’s, approaching customers and guessing their ages. I wasn’t good for business.

It was especially hard for my parents to convince me there were boundaries to how I could talk, because they surrounded themselves with people who thought that talking and arguing were really good things. Their friends in Springfield were the other parents who sent their children to Mudpie, which was housed in the auditorium of an Episcopal church on Oakland Street. Mudpie had been founded, shortly before my parents’ arrival in Springfield, to provide a nonracist, nonsexist, egalitarian environment in which like-minded people could supervise each other’s children. These were political people, the Mudpie parents. They included a Spanish-American couple whose anticlerical families had left Spain after the rise of Franco; an Amherst College graduate who had become a mailman in the 1970s because he and the other members of his secretive, radical underground movement decided to enter working-class professions and organize the workers from within; Julius and Ethel Rosenberg’s younger son, Robert, and his wife; and several of my father’s most politically left-wing colleagues at Western New England College School of Law.

Mudpie was the site of my earliest vivid memories. At Mudpie, I once accidentally locked myself in the bathroom and had to wait for firemen to come and break in the door; they told me to stand at the far back of the small room as they chopped at the hinges. During one lunch at Mudpie, I saw a sick boy, I forget who, spew vomit so liquefied that it spread slowly down the long, plastic folding lunch table. I’ll always remember my dread as the vomit kept spreading, every second coming closer; in the nick of time I gathered my lunch into my arms and pulled my chair back from the table. It was at Mudpie that I met Adam and Derek, my oldest friends.

Aside from specific moments and scenes, the most enduring residue of my two Mudpie years was a very keen sense that language was powerful, and a little dangerous. The parents who staffed the place were all politically correct before the term became popular. So attention to language was in Mudpie’s genetic code; it was in that big auditorium that I heard these other adults, people who weren’t my parents, correct my language: “It’s not mailman, Mark,” I was told. “Say letter carrier—it’s not sexist.” “It’s not fireman. . .” “When you talk about going to the doctor, you don’t have to say he—the doctor might be a woman. . .” Yes, they could be extreme in their sensitivities, but there remains something quite admirable in their sense of the possibility of language. These were men and women whose lives had been changed by the right book at the right time:The Communist Manifesto, The Feminine Mystique, The Autobiography of Malcolm X, Death at an Early Age. Language could change the world. It mattered.

These were also parents who took children seriously; their political ideology encouraged them to level hierarchies, and, in principle anyway, the distinction between parent and child was cast as an artifact of bourgeois society. This belief could lead to some unfortunate silliness—I was unnerved by a peer of mine who called her father by his first name; its lack of intimacy seemed sad. But, I learned as I got older, it also meant that children were included in their parents’ conversations. The spring that I was nine, I went with my parents to a Memorial Day cookout at the house of an old Mudpie family. In the back yard, Bruce Miller, a law professor whose daughters had arrived at Mudpie after I’d graduated, explained to me a Supreme Court case I had heard about on the radio: “It’s strict scrutiny, not heightened scrutiny,” he said, then proceeded to tell me about the difference, in language a fourth-grader could understand.

My parents had another friend, Hank, who was far less amiable in conversation. Hank was a steel-plated leftist, a total creature of the Movement: whatever humanity he had distinct from his political beliefs was stored safely in an interior lockbox. He seemed to think that smiling or appearing to have a good time was evidence of bourgeois sympathies. In most social circles, this monomaniacal and decidedly dour purity would be repellent—he wouldn’t be much fun on the golf course or around the poker table—but to people who shared his politics Hank actually held a certain charm. They were impressed by his commitment. He had the courage to refuse joy—what could be more hard-core than that?

About once a year, starting when I was about nine and ending when I was old enough to stay home and skip gatherings of my parents’ friends, I’d end up in an argument with Hank. The subject was usually something I’d read about in my father’s copies of the Nation, like affirmative action or the closed union shop. The argument would be at a cookout, or a Thanksgiving dinner, and it would get pretty heated before one of my parents intervened.

“Hank, what are you working on these days?” I asked him at one gathering. I’m sure I was imitating my dad, whose easy conversational style—“these days,” “what’ve you been up to?” “how’d that work out?” etc.—always made everyone feel they had news to share.

“I’m doing a lot of work around the election,” Hank said, sitting on a picnic table bench with his back to the table. It was 1984, and all of my parents’ friends were committed to Ronald Reagan’s defeat.

“You’re working for Mondale?” I asked.

Hank just smiled.

“Why do you like Mondale so much?”

Hank uncrossed his legs and took a sip from his can of beer. He was Jewish but had a distinctly nonethnic look, like a character from a Rockwell painting—or, as he’d have it, from a social-realist propaganda poster. He looked like the prole everyman he wanted to be. Just one of the masses. “Well, it’s not that I like Mondale so much,” he said. “He’s fine. Best we can hope for. Reagan is really quite the fascist. He’s putting people on the bread lines, breaking unions, throwing blacks out of jobs.”

That didn’t sound right to me. My parents didn’t like Reagan at all, and I’d heard them grouse at length about everything that was wrong with him, but I hadn’t heard this. “He’s throwing blacks out of jobs?” I asked.

Hank took another sip of beer, then smiled benevolently. He was about to explain to me the way things were.

“Well, you end affirmative action, you appoint people to your Justice Department who don’t enforce the laws . . . people get the idea. The message goes out. And then the racists who want to fire people, they know that they can. He doesn’t have to do to every black man what he did to the air traffic controllers. He doesn’t have to send the pink slips himself. He just has to take away government protections, then let nature take its course.”

“So by ending affirmative action, he’s firing black people?”

“That’s the way it works.”

“But couldn’t you just see ending affirmative action as guaranteeing the rights of white people who want jobs?”

“That’s the way the power structure wants you to see it, of course.”

“Who’s the power structure?”

“The forces acting upon you. The superstructure. They want you to see things that way. They make sure that you do.”

This was a new concept, being told that my ideas were given to me by the power structure, and I did not like it. My ideas were mine—I had come to them through my own thinking! I had read op-ed columns in the Springfield Daily News, and, when I went by a USA Today newspaper box, if I had thirty-five cents in my pocket I would buy a copy and always read the editorials. On Sunday nights I watched 60 Minutes with my parents. I was not your average ten-year-old, and I wanted Hank to know that.

“So who is the superstructure?” I asked, cocking an eyebrow to show my skepticism. “I don’t see them. Nobody’s telling me what to think. I read the newspapers.”

Hank looked away and into the distance. I could tell that he was annoyed; he had tried to explain things patiently, and I didn’t seem to be getting it.

“It’s the forces of capitalism,” he said. “Our news media are owned by people with interests. They don’t want people to unionize. They don’t want you to ask tough questions. The newspapers aren’t going to report about every demonstration or outbreak of dissent. That’s part of the superstructure.”

“You mean they’re censoring our news?”

“Of course. There’s a lot of dissent you don’t hear about. Demonstrations, wildcat strikes, sit-ins.”

I thought about this, and it occurred to me that there was a flaw in his argument.

“But if the newspapers don’t report about dissent,” I asked, “how do you know about it?”

Now Hank cocked an eyebrow at me, then drained the rest of his beer. He was getting really annoyed.

“I have other ways,” he said, in a voice so quiet it seemed he was trying extra hard to stay calm.

“You have other ways? Like, special ways? That aren’t available to the rest of us?”

“Yes.”

“What are they?”

“Networks. Coalitions. People who keep me in touch.”

“Do you think if the newspapers knew about your networks and coalitions, they might write about them?”

“No.”

“But wouldn’t it be news?”

“Yes. But not their kind of news.”

“What’s their kind of news?”

“Crimes. They like writing about police busting black people. Not about unionized people.”

“But police have unions, don’t they?”

At this point, Hank stood straight up and his eyes got very wide. I’d never seen him make a sudden movement before; he was usually so slow and deliberate. I got a little scared.

“Look, Mark,” he said, opening and closing his fists, as if to stretch his fingers, “I’m sure you don’t see it now, but there’s a lot of the world you’ll see when you get out there and work. When you work, you’ll see how things work. It makes sense you wouldn’t understand it now, but you will. You will, okay?” He spoke slowly, but more loudly than was his manner.

I didn’t know what to say next, but then I heard, from over my right shoulder, my father’s voice.

“Hank, cool it,” he said. “He’s only ten.”

And Hank looked at my father, gave him a thin, tight-lipped smile, turned right with an almost military precision, and walked away.

“Are you okay, babe?” my dad said.Babe was his most tender diminutive, used when something tapped his deep fund of compassion.

“Yeah, fine.” I was shaking a little, from fear but also from exhilaration. Hank had gotten pretty scary at the end—but I had a lurking suspicion that I had just won an argument.

Years later, I asked my mother about my fights with Hank. I wasn’t sure she would remember, but she did.

“Daddy and I never knew when to intervene,” she said. “Hank didn’t have any sense that you were just a kid. You’d keep arguing with him, and instead of him saying, ‘Well, I guess there are a lot of ways of looking at it,’ and just letting it go at that, he would keep arguing back at you. Because that’s what he did when he was in a political debate with someone his own age. He wasn’t used to getting it from a kid. His kids didn’t argue with him that way. None of the other kids did. They just listened and accepted what he had to say. He wasn’t used to it. Dad and I were used to it, because we lived with you.”

And she remembered, too, the time that my father had asked Hank to lay off. As I heard her recall the incident—just as I remembered it, with the same language about my age: “You were only ten!”—an emotion came back to me, strong as the moment I first felt it:I was angry at my father for interceding. I was sure that I could take care of myself (hadn’t I just proved it by bringing Hank to grief?), and I was humiliated that my father thought I needed rescuing. His intervention allowed Hank to walk away the victor, as if he had been pulled off me in a bar brawl. After assuring my father I was okay, I had turned on him: “What did you do that for? I didn’t need you! We were just talking!” Having repaid my father’s kindness with ingratitude, I had stomped off, leaving him alone at the picnic table.

I didn’t necessarily like my parents’ friends and acquaintances, but they kept me interested. In 1983, my parents and Adam’s parents sent us to Timberlake, a boys’ Quaker camp that—in homage, I suppose, to the original, seventeenth-century Friends, some of whom were nudists—was clothing-optional. Most of the nudism was just skinny-dipping at the waterfront, but some boys and counselors went naked for other activities. One night, some bunkmates and I sneaked away after lights-out and found the staff down at the meadow, square-dancing with staff from the girls’ camp across the lake, all of them nude. My parents came to visit on Parents’ Day, and I’ll never forget my mother’s reaction to what she saw at the waterfront: “Quakers are very white, aren’t they?”

When the summer ended, I told my parents that I would not be returning to Timberlake. “They’re crazy” was my verdict. So the next summer, prevailed upon by another couple from their circle of friends, and bearing in mind their promise that they would consider only camps with traditional attitudes toward clothing, they sent me to Camp Kinderland, an old Jewish-socialist camp in the Berkshires where the bunks were named after dead leftist heroes—I lived in Eugene Debs, which was right next to Joe Hill and not far from Woody Guthrie.

At Kinderland, my peers and counselors were still crazy, but in a more accessible way: instead of being nudist Quakers, they were garden-variety humorless socialists. Now these were people I knew. They were just like my parents’ worst friends, except they were my age! Naderites with training wheels. I spent that summer in pleasurably heated arguments with politically minded bunkmates who had never questioned any of the premises on which they’d been raised. I’d ask questions like “But don’t you think a fetus might feel pain?” and “But what harm could there be in having a missile-defense shield, just in case?”

In truth, I agreed with the Kinderlanders more often than I let on. I just liked goading them. The Kinderland kids were different from the Mudpie kids and their parents. They were more clannish and more smug. Many of them were from families who only left Brooklyn or the Upper West Side of Manhattan for these few weeks in
the summer. I met so many kids from Park Slope that it seemed as
if the whole neighborhood had migrated to Tolland, Massachusetts, for the month of July. Back home, they attended lefty schools, shopped at lefty food co-ops, and had only lefty friends. People who questioned their assumptions were deemed weird, deviant, and sinister. I later learned that the camp had nearly come apart in the 1970s because of internal divisions between Stalinists and anti-Stalinists.In the 1970s. That didn’t surprise me.

By contrast, my parents’ friends, most of them anyway, took life less seriously. There was more whimsy. In fact, now that I am a dad in my mid-thirties, I wouldn’t mind traveling thirty years back in time to hang out with my parents and their friends. They liked to dance, for one thing, and not just to guitars and folk songs. The Mudpie community got together several times a year for the “Friday Night Live” parties, where Joel Meginsky’s band played oldies, with a heavy dose of soul. (They did a great “Hand Jive.”) Some of them were lifestyle liberals, too, such as Owen Lynch, who later moved to Oregon and became a chiropractor. He once rolled a joint while I was sitting on his lap in my parents’ kitchen. “What’s that?” I asked. “It’s a cigarette,” he said, through his magnificently nimbuslike beard. To which I replied, “It doesn’t look like my dad’s cigarettes. Or smell like them.” He smiled, and puffed on.

Owen was nothing like my parents, who are very straight people. I have never known my parents to smoke dope. The freakiest my father ever got was growing his curly hair to a rather high altitude in the late ’70s. Given their rather mainstream tastes and appearances, it was their commitment to ideas that gave them common ground with the other Mudpie folks. They were feminist, prolabor peaceniks. They saw them themselves as oppositional, even if you wouldn’t have known it by looking at them. When I was growing up, my father and I had a running argument about whether he was “radical.” He would say something like “Well, when your politics are left or radical, like mine. . .” and I would say, “You’re not a radical!”—which always got him upset. He’d explain that he was a radical, that he thought society needed revolutionary change, not just reform.

I knew that my dad enjoyed those little arguments, just as I did. Unlike the Park Slopers at Camp Kinderland, who were made uncomfortable by any sign of dissent (the camp director, a mother in her thirties, ridiculed me for wearing a Ralph Lauren Polo shirt with the horse insignia), my parents’ community of adults thought, for the most part, that it was great if their children wanted to argue politics with them. So when I’d concede that my dad was a radical—even though he didn’t seem particularly radical, lying on the sofa in his tattered bathrobe, reading the New York Review of Books or the latest John le Carré thriller—when I’d say, “Okay, okay, so you’re a radical!” and walk away, I suspected that my argumentative ways made him at least a little proud.



III

From the beginning, I had a hard time with teachers, and they had a hard time with me. In kindergarten at Sumner Avenue School, I asked Mrs. Sessions what her first name was; she told me—it was Jean—but she wasn’t happy about it. In first grade, I had Mrs. Silvestri, whom I liked better, but in the middle of winter, with the whole class watching, she slipped on a patch of ice; she stood up, and she looked fine, but she had broken her back, and after that day we never saw her again, and a string of indifferent substitutes finished out the year. I spent the remaining months at Sumner Avenue leaving class, with the substitutes’ permission, to go upstairs to the library. There I would stretch my ten-minute passes into twenty or thirty minutes, reading books from the shelves and trying not to return until class was almost over.

For second grade, my parents enrolled me in Pioneer Valley Montessori School, a small, well-meaning place on Parker Street, five miles from where we lived. It was the kind of progressive school that would have stocked some of the more adventuresome young adult authors, such as Judy Blume or Robert Cormier, if books had been part of the curriculum. But, like teachers at a lot of supposedly student-centered schools, the teachers at “PVMS” were deeply suspicious of students who just wanted to talk or read. For these teachers, good elementary schooling was about physicality, movement, using one’s hands and feet. Reading was for later. At PVMS, the math and science curricula were splendidly thought through, filled with the individualized attention, and the touching and feeling and hands-on learning, that public schools did not offer. But our reading was limited to excerpts from the Junior Great Books anthologies, short volumes comprising redacted selections from Beatrix Potter and Aesop and the like. I read through the entire Junior Great Books I and Junior Great Books II volumes in the first few months of third grade (I don’t remember what qualified as language instruction in second grade), and for the last year and a half of my Montessori education I was encouraged to take what I could from the lone bookshelf that constituted the school’s library; nobody paid much attention.
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