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I. THAT WAS THEN


Consider the lilies, how they grow: they toil not, neither do they spin; yet I say unto you, Even Solomon in all his glory was not arrayed like one of these.

—LUKE 12:27






Where should I begin?

In 1968, when I was nineteen, I wrote a book about being nineteen and trying to change the world—or at least find a new way to live in it. It was called The Strawberry Statement, and it gave voice to what a lot of people my age were hoping: that our generation would be different. We wouldn’t care so much about careers, status, and material things. We’d be less greedy, more kind, less alienated, more true to ourselves. The book was well received. Critics, most of them over thirty and accustomed to being the object of the baby boomers’ scorn, especially liked the author’s Generation Gap–spanning perspective. “To say that youth is what’s happening is absurd,” I wrote on page one. “It’s always been happening. Everyone is nineteen, only at different times.”

This is a different time. When this book is published, I will be sixty-three, inshallah (God willing), as the Arab immigrants I tutor like to say. Sixty-three! How did this happen?

Let me put it this way: Once, my son and I were standing in a cemetery as a man’s gravestone was about to be unveiled—about to be. But first a rabbi was talking, at length—about the man, and his life, and life itself, and God, and the Jewish people, and the Torah, or maybe the Talmud, and what wise men had said about these things in the past, in Hebrew and in English. It was a very hot day. As the rabbi talked, I turned to my then-teenage son and whispered, “How can life be so short when this speech is so long?”

Time doesn’t fly. It just never stops. And the next thing you know, it’s now.

Now I find myself at this place called Too Young to Retire and Too Old to Hire, and there’s a huge crowd here, a regular Woodstock, with more arriving all the time. Many of us grudgingly made a deal to sell our time on Earth to the Corporation, only to be informed abruptly that the Corporation would no longer be buying. How did that happen?

Step by step.


Three years out of college, I wrote an article for The New York Times Magazine1 about how my privileged upper-middle-class friends and I were coming to grips with the fact that we would not be young forever, and that to make a life we would have to make a living—something we’d been avoiding. Embarking on a career seemed to spell an end to our youth and our freedom, I explained. By not working toward a career we were also steering clear of the System, within which success and exploitation, work and war, were all of a piece in our minds. (“Work! Study! Get ahead! Kill!” we used to chant at antiwar demonstrations.) And anyway, we were terrified of working as hard as our fathers, charter subscribers to the Protestant Ethic: Pay now, fly later. But, I wrote at the age of twenty-four,


The pressure mounts to make your deal, some sort of compromise between the quest for authentic experience and the need for identity, between adventure and security … And as we find idealistic gratification hard to come by, materialistic gratification becomes more attractive. I used to think I could stop the Vietnam War; then I thought I’d get realistic: By working with delinquents, I’d save them from lives of crime. Finding that beyond my power, I resolved to show them a good time. My success in pursuit of even that modest goal was equivocal. After several months as a supervisor and associate of juvenile delinquents it came to me that I’d feel somehow more confident if I had a big car…. As my Columbia classmate Dave Warren says, “Whatever else you say about those bourgeois comforts, they sure are comfortable.” And they can be habit-forming. After the hook, the line and sinker are easy….


Now more and more holdouts are becoming late-signers. The question is: Will we become indistinguishable from our parents?

I was just talking to a friend of mine, who said, “I’m much happier now that I’m not ‘a radical.’ I stopped feeling guilty over just being alive in America.”

And I said, “My father always held to the belief that young people would eventually abandon their idealistic visions and come around to appreciating the verities—like the over-whelming importance of money.”

“Your father sounds like a very wise man,” she said.







II. DIARY OF A COMPANY MAN


In the sweat of thy face shalt thou eat bread, till thou return unto the ground; for out of it wast thou taken: for dust thou art, and unto dust shalt thou return.

—GENESIS 3:19





Monday, October 7, 2002

Working on my column, “Diary of a Company Man,” for the AOL Time Warner employee magazine, I try to ignore the roaring and screeching of the ventilation equipment on the rooftop five stories below my window. It sounds like the engines of a jet about to begin its charge down the runway for takeoff. I can practically smell the jet fuel, feel the vibrations, see the flaps going up and down for a final check. I can feel the great winged machine straining at its locked wheels, its massive metal body shuddering in anticipation of soaring free, but the takeoff never comes.

I get up to look out the window and notice that the seat of my black Naugahyde desk chair bears my imprint: two kidney-shaped depressions separated by a crease. If I were to be struck by a bus tonight, this fossilized remnant of me would survive. He made an impression here. He made a difference.

“Diary of a Company Man” is an ironic title for my column, a little joke I share with my readers to show we are on the same side. I’m obviously not a “company man.” No one is. The term fell out of use decades ago. It referred to someone who defined himself as a member of a particular company, who valued himself as the company was valued, who was loyal to the company and trusted the company to be loyal to him. Hard to imagine.

No doubt in some of the more productive precincts of AOL Time Warner there are people who take great pride in the particular boat where they pull an oar—at HBO, at CNN, Warner Bros., maybe Time Inc.—but in Corporate Communications, not so much. Of course, you can’t go by me. I’ve been cast against type, and, never having aspired to be where I am, try to think of my work as strictly my day job, even though I have no night job. But the attitude—This is all bullshit; I just do it for the money—is so much the norm here that I sometimes think how nice it would be to work shoulder to shoulder with true-believing teammates. I could turn to a colleague, look her in the eye, and say, “We’re going to build the best darned international media and entertainment conglomerate the world has ever seen!” And not laugh.

The funny thing is, no one has to tell me what to write. I know my job is to encourage employees (or “-ees,” in HR shorthand) to believe that they are valued members of a cool and respected company. I give some recognition to the rank and file—“worker bees,” as they’re referred to by HR people—any three hundred of whom might get paid as much all together as our CEO. I celebrate their effort, their intelligence, and their integrity—help them to feel that they are appreciated, not viewed as nonentities to be exploited and then tossed away.

Still, I prefer not to think of myself as a propagandist. Writing for the company magazine is no different from writing a column for a newspaper in a medium-size city—AOL Time Warner has ninety thousand employees worldwide—except that I can write only about good news. Rather than bridle at this constraint, I see it as a challenge. It requires keen observation to find good news, and the effort requires the cultivation of a positive outlook that can be quite bracing for someone inclined by nature to a darker view.

For example, I recently went to a NASCAR race, the MBNA All-American Heroes 400 at the Dover International Speedway in Delaware, in order to write a column about our subsidiary Turner Broadcasting’s cutting-edge techniques for televising auto races.

This is what I saw:

It was Armed Forces Appreciation Day; 140,000 white people—not one of them Jewish, I swear—filled a grandstand hundreds of yards long, and every single one was clutching a little American flag. (They left the Confederate flags outside on their pickups and RVs.) Before the race began, some Army troops rode slowly around the track, standing at attention in the back of personnel carriers, saluting, the tips of their white-gloved fingers touching smartly angled black berets. The enormous crowd thunderously chanted U-S-A! U-S-A!, rhythmically waving their flags in unison as they shouted each kick-ass letter. The Spirit of the Nation electrified the air. Leni Riefenstahl would have felt right at home.

You fucking idiots are going to follow George Bush right over a cliff, and then you’re going to say you were misled, and sold out, and stabbed in the back, I was thinking. Well, don’t come complaining to me, because if you opened your eyes you could see that he’s lying to you.

This was the day I realized that people like wars. If they didn’t, why would we have them all the time? War is not a last resort. It’s not a dreaded necessity. It’s something people jump right into, given the opportunity. As we say in business, there is a very low barrier to entry.

That’s what I saw. And this is what I wrote in “Diary of a Company Man”:2


One thing I really like about people—and I don’t like everything about them, believe me—but one thing I do like is they always find a way to play. Show human beings a cliff and a river, and the next thing you know somebody’s doing full gainers—just for fun; there’s no other reason to do them. Or take cars: No sooner were they invented, practically, than drivers were stomping pedal to the metal, seeing how fast they could go. In 1904, Henry Ford himself set a world speed record of 91.37 mph. Excuse my dust!

Jump ahead a century and you find NASCAR, with the help of Turner Broadcasting System’s TNT network, growing faster than any other American sports organization in attendance and TV ratings….

To some, auto racing may seem pointless—but that’s no reason not to like it. After all, what distinguishes us from the lower animals if not opposable thumbs and pointless activities? Gentlemen, start your engines!
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How did a youthful idealist end up as a corporate flack? God, I don’t know. It’s not something I planned.

To find an explanation, we’ll need to delve further back in my diary.

Thursday, March 16, 2000

Through a series of exigencies and contingencies, and the occasional exercise of what for the sake of convenience let’s call free will, I find myself attending a meeting of middle managers from across Time Warner’s media and entertainment empire. The earnest young men and women around me are discussing one of the company’s core values—innovation. They cite as a sterling example the fact that Teen People has come up with a way to get 4,500 kids to serve as unpaid “Trend Spotters,” who send in a constant stream of information the magazine uses to help advertisers identify and exploit teenagers’ desires. I feel like I’m on a bad acid trip.

“Get out! Get out while you can!” my friend Larry Lane, an itinerant English grad student, would tell me, if he hadn’t died at thirty-two.

“This is great! Stay there and learn how the world works,” my friend John Short, a great lawyer, would advise me, if he hadn’t died at thirty-five.

My father would have been so pleased that I’m here, I’m thinking. Should that matter?

I’m on my own.

Until now, I’ve spent my working life as a child-care worker, then a journalist, then a defense attorney for the indigent, then a journalist again, always searching for a way to do good, do well, and feel like I’m not acting—or at least feel like I’m playing myself. A few weeks ago I was still at People magazine, assigning and editing articles about politics, crime, sports—anything except celebrities. I was the People editor in charge of everything that was no longer important to People.

When I started out as a writer at People I felt at home, which was not surprising, considering that it served for a time as a sort of French Foreign Legion for journalists who for one reason or another didn’t fit the mainstream media mold. The magazine started as a spin-off of Time magazine’s “People” section, and when I got there it still covered people of every sort. I wrote about stuff worth writing about: a lynching in Mobile, Alabama; Cambodian immigrants under attack in Revere, Massachusetts; the needlessly fatal crash of a defective school bus in Kentucky. I interviewed beat poet Allen Ginsberg and bellicose pundit Patrick Buchanan, and wrote a cover story (the worst-selling ever) on the death of Yippy leader Abbie Hoffman.

In due course, I accepted a promotion from writer to editor, because that’s what you’re expected to do, and it’s easier and pays more—a tough combination to beat. But People, trying to satisfy a readership with a diminishing interest in anything real, had shifted its focus almost exclusively to celebrity stories, and my ideas about what made a good People article had diverged from those of my boss, the managing editor. I pitched a piece, for example, on the completion after twenty-nine years of the first stage of New York City’s sixty-mile-long Water Tunnel No. 3, the largest public construction project in the city’s history. We could run pictures of the gargantuan tube eight hundred feet beneath Park Avenue, I suggested, and interview the surviving daughter of one of the twenty-three workers killed while constructing the tunnel. “Without water, nothing else matters,” she’d said at the dedication ceremony.

This was a revelation to me: Without water, there is no life, and without life, nothing matters. The rocks and the fire and the sky are inconsequential, make no difference, have no meaning. We have created all the meaning that there is!


This meant nothing to my boss.

My fate was sealed at a meeting when I suggested an article about the two women vying for a U.S. Senate seat from Washington, one liberal, one conservative, each claiming the mantle of typical housewife—a perfect story for our overwhelmingly female readership, I thought.

The managing editor scrunched her nose as though something smelled bad.

“Well, it’s not exactly Courteney Cox getting engaged,” I conceded, alluding to the most recent of our many cover stories on the Friends star. My colleagues around the table laughed, and the managing editor evidently felt that the merriment was at her expense. From that moment I found myself in a steel-cage death match with my boss, and I wasn’t scripted to win.

I didn’t belong there anymore, anyway. The magazine had changed. The world had changed. Nothing stays the same.

With my position at People spiraling in ever-tighter circles around the drain, my wife urged me to e-mail Jerry Levin, the CEO of Time Warner, and ask him for a job at corporate headquarters. That would be Jerry Levin, the CEO of a global media and entertainment company—that Jerry Levin. People magazine was just one of Time Inc.’s more than one hundred titles, albeit the most profitable one by a wide margin, and Time Inc. was just one of eight divisions3 of Time Warner. To Jerry Levin, I was a point on a speck on a dot on the horizon. For me to ask him for a job would be ridiculous.

“No, you should do it,” my wife said. “He likes you.”

It was true that Levin—either the man himself or the Greater Metropolitan Jerry Levin, comprising “his office” and “his people”—had responded affirmatively to an e-mail I’d sent him a couple of years earlier asking if the company would pay for a bimonthly lunch where employees could write letters for Amnesty International. But it was ridiculous to think I could work at corporate headquarters. There was nothing I could do there. I didn’t have an MBA; I didn’t wear a tie.

But women see the world clearly. It’s men who are the hopeless romantics. We think we’re lone cowboys; we answer only to ourselves; the corridors of convention can’t contain us. Women know better. They see what has to be done, and what can be done.

“Say you’d like to help him with his Vision and Values initiative,” my wife insisted. “Just try it.”

Levin had set in motion a complex and lengthy process, involving hundreds of executives from across the company and innumerable meetings led by high-priced management consultants, aimed at identifying Time Warner’s core beliefs and setting them forth in a carefully drafted statement of vision and values.

He’d been inspired by a best-selling business book, Built to Last: Successful Habits of Visionary Companies, by James C. Collins and Jerry I. Porras. The authors had studied companies at the top of the corporate heap and concluded that what enabled them to outperform their competitors was a commitment to a vision and a set of core values. (An organization’s vision is its basic purpose, its reason for being. Values are the fundamental ideals and beliefs that guide the organization as it pursues its vision.)

At Johnson & Johnson, for example, the company credo was reputedly chiseled in the wall at headquarters: “We believe our first responsibility is to the doctors, nurses and patients, to mothers and fathers and all others who use our products and services.” So when someone laced a few Tylenol tablets with cyanide in 1986, the story goes, the CEO took one look at the credo and knew what to do: Johnson & Johnson recalled every bottle of Tylenol nationwide—never mind the expense—and didn’t put the brand back on sale until they’d developed tamperproof packaging. Tylenol survived;the company prospered; an example was set. Levin said he wanted Time Warner to be like that—a force for good in the world that people would be proud to work for.

While his Vision and Values effort was under way, Time Warner and America Online announced, in January 2000, their intention to merge, and the idea now was that shared values would help knit the two very different companies together.4 Once Time Warner decided exactly what its values were, they could be cobbled together with AOL’s in a single statement that the senior management and directors on both sides could agree on. There was a lot of work to be done.

I wrote an e-mail to Levin, saying, not in these exact words, “Values is my middle name—I’m all about values—and I would be so into working on this for you.”

I clicked SEND. A minute later, “he” answered me: I should come to corporate headquarters and meet with Don Guerette, vice president, compensation and organization development.

A few days later, I dressed up in hard, relatively shiny black shoes, a suit and a tie, and walked from the Time & Life Building across Sixth Avenue to Time Warner corporate headquarters at 75 Rockefeller Plaza. There I found Guerette, a youthful man in his sixties, clad in sneakers, chinos, no tie—he resembled the real me—who seemed amused and delighted by the idea of my working at Corporate. (Life in general amused and delighted Guerette, but I didn’t know that yet.) The next thing you know, I was working with Time Warner’s Human Resources and Corporate Communications departments on the company’s Vision and Values campaign.


Wednesday, April 19, 2000

Met with a Time Warner community relations executive to discuss a signature social responsibility project that we could launch right after the merger with AOL closes next January, to help the new AOL Time Warner secure a reputation as a force for good in the world—the sort of force for good that a city would be proud to grant a cable franchise to, or a federal regulatory body wouldn’t want to hassle about monopolizing Internet access—that sort of force for good.

The community relations director had a surprisingly huge office. Normally, I expect to meet with people whose offices are about the size of mine—otherwise, why would I be meeting with them? I instantly reassessed whom I was talking to, and by the time I traversed the stretch of carpet from door to desk had switched my communications mode to RECEIVE ONLY.

“We’ve got to do ‘Bridge the Digital Divide’; it’s a pure winner for AOL,” the power-suited woman said with apparent enthusiasm. I nodded in apparent agreement.

For forty minutes I listened respectfully as this well-tailored woman gave me the AOL line: What poor people really need is to cross the Digital Divide—that is, gain Internet access, which will give them a fair shot at jobs in the “digital economy.”

When she’d finished laying out the case for our new company to focus its philanthropic efforts on getting Americans online, I agreed to write up some “talking points,” so executives wouldn’t be struck dumb if asked a question involving bridges and divides. Then, as I stood with my hand on the doorknob, the community relations director addressed me in a completely different, more conversational voice. “I think the Digital Divide is bullshit,” she said. “There’s a housing divide, an education divide, a food divide. It’s a class divide, but we can’t talk about class in America.” She added that it doesn’t matter what we think; in the end, AOL, which is taking us over, will simply tell Time Warner what the social responsibility project is going to be, anyway.


Tuesday, June 13, 2000

I can actually make the case that vision and values are important: They help attract and retain talented employees. They help unify the corporation. They help ward off government regulation: fewer flaws, fewer laws.5

They help the company pass social screens of socially responsible investors such as pension funds and universities. They help maintain an identity for a quickly evolving corporation. Oh, yeah, and also we actually believe in integrity, respect, and … oh, never mind.

Tuesday, June 20, 2000

I got a raise at People when I moved from the hard work of writing to the somewhat easier work of editing. Now I have moved up the corporate ladder to headquarters, the point of the pyramid, where I do a little less and get paid a little more. There seems to be a system of compensation here, which, if consistently applied, would dictate that people who ascend to the highest reaches of an organization could do practically nothing and get paid a fortune, and then, if relieved of their duties altogether, be handed untold millions as they walked out the door. But that would be absurd.

Thursday, July 13, 2000

I open an e-mail from a twenty-five-year-old friend at People:


I got promoted just a few days ago from fact-checker to staff writer. When I got the promotion, of course I was happy at first, but then I felt, well, distinctly uncomfortable with the comfort level in my life. I mean I’ve been trying to become a writer ever since I got to People. I have always wanted to write. But recently, it’s been weighing very heavily on my mind that I’m not doing the world any good at this place. That writing here isn’t something I find truly worthwhile or rewarding in any larger sense. I’d like to find outlets through which I can still write, but at the same time be working for something I can believe in. I mean, I do volunteer work, but I think I’m looking for a reason to jump out of bed EVERY morning.

I really admire the fair and uncompromising way you live your life and stick to your principles. So, I just wanted to ask—got any words of wisdom?



No, not really.

Monday, August 28, 2000

JACOB S. LITTER, PEDDLER, it says on my grandfather’s 1897 citizenship certificate, framed on my wall. Now here I am, swimming at a midtown gym while getting paid during my lunch hour, and I’m not happy?

The word happy originally meant lucky, smiled upon by fortune, and I’m nothing if not that. My problems—ennui, boredom, a lack of purpose—these are the kind of problems you want to have. Real problems, like hunger, thirst, and cold, lie far from my door. I have everything I need.

I’ve been reading The Happiness Myth by Jennifer Michael Hecht. She points out that the images of happiness in our fables and fairy tales are “fantasies of superfluous abundance.” The Promised Land is a land of milk and honey. “We know how you end up living happily ever after,” she says. “You start from too little to eat.” But, Hecht observes, “[T]he fact that the jump out of poverty gives us a true ‘happily ever after’ does not mean that further leaps in food, stuff, and status will do anything like that for us.”6

So what will?

Sitting on the edge of the pool before I plunge in, I contemplate the undulating reflections of light dancing on the surface of the water. The truth is revealing itself, if only I could comprehend it. The truth is here, right before my eyes, and it’s comforting just to sit quietly and look at it, knowing that what I am seeing is what is.
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I used to sit at People story meetings drifting in and out as other editors discussed Brad and Jen’s marrying or splitting up, and I would wonder, “How could anyone possibly be interested in this?” Now I’m sitting in a Time Warner meeting where the chief financial officer is talking about increasing the company’s revenue by $500 million in the first post-merger year, and then by a billion, and then by billions more, and I’m wondering, “Why would anyone want to do that?”

Actually, most People editors weren’t really interested in movie stars, except in a detached, professional, and ironic way. (Everyone understood why I told my mother I worked at the Journal of Contemporary Biography.) Celebrity romance and relapse were simply our stock in trade. As for People readers, I supposed they were fascinated by celebrities because they cast them as demigods whose lives, loves, and losses play out what our lives could be were we unbound from the fetters of necessity. Take away the need for money, the requirement to be at a workplace, the constraining effects of an imperfect body, the ball and chain of family obligation, and what have you got? A life without limits: Do what you will, be what you wish, go where you please. What would human beings do in such thrilling and dangerous circumstances? Who would we be if we created ourselves? What are we, really, when you take away the forms that mold us? Let’s watch Icarus soar toward the sun and find out.

Maybe that’s why these Time Warner executives want to make our company the richest in the world: so they can become demigods, too.

Friday, September 8, 2000

Twenty-two stories below my office window the ecstatic screams of teenage girls surge and subside, surge and subside, like waves on a demonic sea. Celebrities are arriving for the MTV Video Music Awards at Radio City Music Hall just down the block. Something eternal underlies these oddly melodic eruptions of vital force, yet there must have been a time long ago when there were no celebrities to swoon over. What did girls used to do? Denounce witches? Martyr themselves for the gods? Dance around the fire with their flat bellies glistening in the light?

I have just emerged from a lengthy meeting devoted mainly to batting around my proposed revisions to version six of the ninth draft of AOL Time Warner’s Mission and Values. (AOL preferred the word mission to Time Warner’s vision. Whatever.) Somebody suggested we insert three words into the mission statement: “To become the world’s most respected and valued company [transforming the future] by connecting, informing and entertaining people everywhere.” Norman Pearlstine, the editor in chief of Time Inc., supported the idea.

I disagreed. “I don’t think it means anything,” I said. “How can you transform the future? You can’t transform something that has no form yet.” Pearlstine looked pissed.

Afterwards, a more-experienced friend and colleague assured me that the Time Inc. chief’s chagrin probably had nothing to do with what I said; he was just pissed off because he didn’t like being there. “He looks across the table and sees you and me, scriveners, ink-stained wretches. There was no one else there at his level. He was too important for the room.”

(My friend suggests that the mission statement begin with the line, “AOL Time Warner: There is no escape.” He says that when he turned fifty, he realized there isn’t limitless time, and he wants to spend it doing something he cares about. “Rather than get used to things,” he says of corporate life, “you find them more and more intolerable.”)

Back at my desk, I got down to work on my Dear Val queries. Employees have been invited to e-mail questions about the company’s Vision and Values to a fictional advice columnist, “Val,” and it’s my job to answer them.

“Dear Val,” wrote a Turner Broadcasting System employee concerned about the “synergies” that the company has promised when we merge with AOL in January 2001. “Are we going to lose our jobs?”

I sought guidance from my boss on this one. He said I should just repeat what our CEO has told the press—that the merger is about growing revenues, not cutting costs. Of course, my boss added, in an organization of ninety thousand people, you can’t guarantee that no one will lose a job—people here at Corporate are going to lose jobs.

“Well,” I said, “the first rule of rhetoric is ‘Concede what you can’t deny.’ Maybe I should toss in a sentence about how we can’t guarantee no one will lose his or her job?”

“No, just stick to the original line,” the boss replied.

I said “Okay” but decided not to answer the question at all rather than turn Dear Val into one more conduit for bullshit.

It’s common knowledge among corporate communications professionals that employees will give their best efforts to a company that respects them enough to tell them the truth—even when the truth is that layoffs are coming. I wasn’t rebelling against the company. I was actually trying to do my best to preserve, protect, and defend it. Why? Because it’s my job.

The more I think about my work, the more I feel that I’m not doing what I should be doing. Of course, this feeling is based on two suppositions:

1. There is something I should be doing; and

2. I’m not doing it.

As she crawled into bed tonight, Halley, my thirteen-year-old daughter, asked me whether she should change the way she acts, in order to be more popular.

“Be yourself,” I said.

“It’s hard to be myself, because I’m not sure who I am,” she said.

“Welcome to the club,” I said.

Monday, September 25, 2000

A Time Warner human resources veteran tells me that our idea of using Vision and Values to build teamwork across AOL and Time Warner—the very enterprise that butters my bread—will come to nothing. Time Warner and AOL occupy different universes. Time Warner’s culture is rooted in the Waspy collegiality of Time Inc., the artistic self-regard of Warner Bros., the missionary zeal of Ted Turner and his broadcasting company. We like to think we are carrying on traditions of worthy endeavor, and we try to go about our business with a certain, shall we say, class. AOL’s culture is grounded in the belief that the Internet changed everything, that only AOL people understand how the new world works, and that everyone else should just shut up and let AOL make as much money as possible as quickly as possible, in every possible way. And they own us.


Tuesday, October 3, 2000

In the subway I saw a poster advertising the NYU School of Continuing and Professional Studies. A sun-kissed young woman stands in Central Park, gazing skyward as though contemplating the stratospheric upper limits of her nascent career. I AM THE PRESIDENT OF ME, INC., the poster proclaims.

Good for her!

I wonder if I could get a job like that?

I was in Central Park today, too, walking to work after dropping my son at his school on the Upper West Side. Milkweed seeds were floating ethereally through the air. That works, I thought. So why isn’t everything a milkweed? My business brain kicked in and I realized: It’s a niche product.

Then I came across an actual niche: a crack in a granite outcropping. A gnarled little evergreen was growing out of it, like those trees you see clinging to the blasted rock face at the side of the highway—life seizing its chance and then hanging on as the eighteen-wheelers blow by. If I were to worship anything, I thought, I could worship this tree.

I turned and hurried off to work.

Saturday, October 21, 2000

I’m scared.

One day when I was six or so, I looked up at my mother standing at the kitchen sink, and I asked her how grown-ups could do what they do every day, knowing they were
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