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An Introduction by General George Washington

Although I’ve been dead for a long time, this Kornheiser guy cracks me up. If you see him, tell him he’s really a hoot. Well, that’s it. Gotta go.
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It Must Be Me




Disney on Fear

I recently got back from a family vacation at Disney World. Family vacations are great. I got to spend quality time with two teenage children, who love and respect me. (I rented them. My own kids wouldn’t be caught dead anywhere near me. At the Animal Kingdom I overheard them plotting to push me out of the halftrack in the hopes I would be trampled by a gnu.)

Obviously, I have decided to write about my vacation at Disney World—at great personal risk, since the radio show I do on ESPN is part of the Disney empire. So in a way I am biting the hand that feeds me.

And in the case of the “character breakfasts” at Disney World—where people dressed up as lovable Disney characters, like Chip and Dale, come up to your table and paw you incessantly while you eat—I considered literally doing that.

In fact, at one breakfast when Goofy began sucking on my head as I was eating my scrambled eggs, I flirted with the idea of whipping out a Zippo and setting him on fire.

How many years on a psychiatrist’s couch do you think the average five-year-old would have needed after seeing a Goofy flambé?

(Hey, I’m joking. I wouldn’t actually set Goofy on fire. The Little Mermaid, maybe.)

I’ve got nothing against Disney characters, but what explains their powerful attraction for me? Do I look like such a dork that I’d want to have a photo taken with a grown adult wearing a Styrofoam chipmunk head? Plus, the breakfast is crawling with kids, whose idea of a buffet is to grab anything with sugar and glaze on top—and drown it in syrup. These kids are stickier than Monica Lewinsky’s closet. And then they run to Chip and Dale, and rub their gooey hands and faces on them. And I’m supposed to snuggle up to these oozing fur balls? I’d rather be locked in a room with Roberto Benigni.

After breakfast we headed for the theme parks and the rides. At the entrance to each ride there’s a sign that tells you how long a wait you have before you ride. You get on a line and walk through a complex, serpentine system of ropes until you either: (1) reach the ride, or (2) your bladder is the size of the Hindenburg.

I probably picked a bad week to go to Disney World, it being spring break. I don’t want to say the place was crowded, but as we walked out the door of the hotel I saw this sign: FROM THIS POINT YOU ARE 8 HOURS FROM ANY RIDE. IN THIS HEAT AND HUMIDITY, BY THE TIME YOU GET THERE YOU’LL BE SPROUTING MOSS LIKE A CHIA PET.

I should confess that I am not an “action ride” guy.

Tower of Terror, for example, isn’t for me. You’re sitting in a bucket, it’s pitch-black dark, and suddenly you drop thirteen stories in less time than it takes to say Slovakian Milosavitch, er, Slobodan Rostopovich, er, Jackie Chan. I would rather be trampled by gnus.

I don’t like anything that moves fast or goes upside down or scares me in any way. And I’m easily scared—seeing Madeleine Albright early Sunday mornings on Meet the Press terrifies me.

I like gentle rides. I want to go to an “assisted living” amusement park.

I love the Pirates of the Caribbean ride because it moves slowly and it’s underground, so it’s cool. There is nothing even vaguely exciting about this ride, which may account for why there was no waiting line. I rode in a boat with three women just slightly older than the Inca mummies.

Somehow, I let my daughter prevail upon me to join her on the Extra-Terrestrial ride, in which you are strapped into a chair in pitch-black darkness, and cautioned that something has gone terribly wrong in a scientific experiment, and a carnivore that has been transported through time and space is about to rip out your pancreas. At this point your seat drops with a thud, everyone around you shrieks—like they’ve just seen Linda Tripp nude—and something wet and cold (that you hope is water) sprays the back of your neck.

I don’t remember much after that because I passed out. But I must have done okay, because my daughter said that now we had to go to the Star Wars ride. So we walked over, and by then I was feeling pretty good about myself, so I didn’t pay as much attention to the warning sign in front of the Star Wars ride as I should have.

The sign advised that because the ride had “dramatic visual effects simulating changes in altitudes,” and had “sudden movements” and made “rocking motions,” that certain persons should not ride. As I recall, these included “pregnant women,” “people who suffer motion sickness,” “people with heart problems,” “people, people who need people,” and “Pat Buchanan supporters.” Inexplicably, I missed the line that said “fifty-year-old bald, white men who are afraid of airplanes and scared of the dark should not ride. This means you, Tony Kornheiser.”

So I followed my daughter on. I strapped in. The room went pitch-black. (What is with this pitch-black darkness on every ride? Who designs these things, an opossum?)

And then, suddenly, a field of stars came up on a cyber screen, the seat felt like it was whooshing forward—and we hurtled into deep space, bucking around like that cow in Twister.

I was terrified. I tried to sing a familiar tune to calm myself down. Sadly, all I could think of was “Tell Laura I Love Her.” Every pore opened and leaked enough water to float the Sixth Fleet. By the time the ride ended I was sitting in a pool of sweat. I looked like I had come from the log flume ride. People stared at me, wondering how come I was so wet and they weren’t. They felt cheated.

My daughter did what teenage girls do when their fathers embarrass them: She pointed at me and laughed.

I stood up, soaked, thinking: Where the heck are Chip and Dale when you need them?


Experiments in Terror

Each of us has a certain phrase that makes us cringe the moment we hear it. For many folks, it’s “Oh, look, Al Gore is doing the macarena!”

For me, it’s “science fair.”

I can still see the smug smiles on my classmates’ faces as they brought in their fussy science fair projects—which their NASA scientist fathers spent weeks working on in the basement. (God, how I hated the kids who rolled their projects in on dollies!) I came in carrying pathetic scraps of colored paper in a cigar box. And my teacher snickered, “What’s your project supposed to prove, Tony?”

“Um, that I should consider a career in the lucrative field of pizza delivery?”

I know nothing about science. I don’t associate with people who know anything about science. My friend Andy, for example, once did a science fair project on erosion. Talk about sophisticated: Andy fastened sod on one side of a poster board and plopped dirt on the other side. He ran a hose on the thing. The dirt turned to mud and spilled on the floor.

When his teacher asked the point of his project, Andy chirped, “We need grass to prevent erosion.” I’m surprised MIT didn’t send a limo for him. Rest easy, America, our agricultural system is safe. Andy is now a sports-radio announcer.

Regrettably, my son Michael’s eighth-grade class wasn’t permitted to make mud at their science fair last weekend. They were assigned a Rube Goldberg project: Build an elaborate contraption with pulleys, levers, fulcrums, slides, and weights that eventually causes toothpaste to be squished from a tube and fall onto a toothbrush. (And you wonder how America keeps its edge in the new technology.)

Do you want to know why life is unfair? Because schools always have a science fair and not a newspaper column fair or a comedy fair. If every kid had to do a five-minute stand-up, I’d be a gold mine. My kid would crush! “Hey, teach, is that your real nose, or did a boa constrictor get loose from the National Zoo?”

Anyway, Michael and his partner, Maria, spent the previous two weeks building their project in our den. No parental help. (Usually losers yelp, “His father built it!” I went to high school with the nephew of J. Robert Oppenheimer, the scientific genius behind the building of the A-bomb. The teachers lived in terror of him coming in with a thing in a briefcase and announcing, “My uncle built it.”)

When Michael and Maria were done, their project was the size of a Toyota 4Runner and had more moving parts than Jennifer Lopez. Your teeth could rot by the time the toothpaste got squeezed.

They tested it five times. It worked once, possibly by accident. I got nervous. What if it didn’t work in front of the judges?

“Don’t worry, Dad,” Michael said. “Maria can cry on demand.”

Maria smiled.

I like that kid. Cute as a button and plays to win.

I wandered around the science fair looking at projects. About half actually worked. There was one stunner. At the last second, the toothbrush slid under the toothpaste just as it began to flow! The execution was so professional that I was tempted to scream, “His dentist did it!”

I was crestfallen when I turned back to Michael and Maria. (Crest-fallen, get it?)

By luck, the science teacher and the judges converged on Michael and Maria simultaneously—meaning their project had to work only this one time.

Theoretically, a toy VW Beetle went down a ramp into a basket that caused a button to be pushed, that set a golf ball in motion, that resulted in toothpaste liftoff. Michael and Maria had practiced enough times that a long strand of stale toothpaste was already dangling out of the tube.

Mr. Peterson, their science teacher, asked Maria, “Do you want to wipe that off?”

“Why? That’s how it always looks in our house.”

Okay. Show time!

Michael sent the Beetle down the ramp.

It went left and wedged into the side of the ramp.

He tried again.

Same result. Wedged.

Two more times. Wedged. Wedged.

Freakin’ fahrvergnugen!

The kids were mortified. We parents were, um, laughing. But in a good way. Really.

“Michael, use the Porsche,” Maria said.

(The secret to life, I thought.)

Their backup car was a Porsche. Alas, since it was smaller and lighter than the Beetle, it overshot the basket. Oops.

With the teacher and judges watching, Maria took matters into her own hands. She hit the button herself.

And things proceeded as smoothly as the Bradley campaign. The button failed. The golf ball didn’t move. The toothpaste stayed in the tube.

The judges smiled politely and said they’d be back later.

Yeah, sure. When, Y3K?

Trying to lighten the mood, I said to Maria’s parents, “This is good because now we can scratch off all the colleges with engineering programs. Don’t worry about us. Michael intends to be a superstar professional golfer. He’ll be so rich, he’ll hire people to squeeze his toothpaste for him.”

I consoled the kids, saying, “You did great. And remember, utter failure is actually a blessing. It gives you a better story to tell when you get older—or if they ever have a humor fair.” Then I got out of Dodge.

Michael came home a few hours later and excitedly told me that Mr. Peterson had given them one more chance. And this time, the project worked! The car worked. The button worked. The toothpaste was squeezed—and a big glob hung on the end of the tube like a stalactite and wouldn’t budge.

Mr. Peterson looked at his watch. Two full minutes went by.

Classmates gathered and began chanting, “Drop! Drop!”

“I’ll give it another minute,” Mr. Peterson said.

“Drop! Drop!”

Finally, it dropped. Splat! A perfect landing on the toothbrush.

We’re now considering dental schools.


Playing with Opossum

The following is a true story. (It may not be funny, but if you want I could send it over to Stephen Glass and Patricia Smith, and they could punch it up.)

The other night my kids ran into the house, screeching, “Daddy, Daddy, come quick! Maggie has killed something.”

Why couldn’t it have been the other way around, I sighed.

My dog, Maggie, eats my money and clothing. She can’t grasp the simplest obedience training, she gets sideswiped by a bus, she gets munched by a pit bull—this dog belongs on The Jerry Springer Show. “Brittany Spaniels: Loving Pets or Satan’s Spawn?”

Anyway, I wasn’t overly concerned, as Maggie routinely stalks and kills birds in the yard, then rolls around in their guts to soak herself in the scent of the kill—and ends up smelling like she’s done the backstroke in a septic tank.

When I walked outside I found Maggie hovering over something large and furry that at one time might have made a nice collar for Greta Garbo’s coat.

“It appears that Maggie has killed an aardvark,” I informed the children.

My daughter, Elizabeth, rolled her eyes. “Dad, you’re such a loser,” she said. “Aardvarks don’t live anywhere near here. That’s an opossum.”

“Yes, it’s an opossum,” I said, sounding like Clark W. Griswold. “The tail threw me off. It looked like an aardvark’s tail.” (Like I could pick an aardvark out of a lineup with the Spice Girls.)

Thinking we were playing “snatch the bacon,” Maggie grabbed the opossum by the neck, took a victory lap around the yard, and then deposited it back at our feet. She was so happy.

I knew I had to get rid of the critter before Maggie rolled in it. I told my son Michael to get the shovel. I scooped the animal onto the shovel and then did what any sensitive father would do to provide learning experiences for his children—I stuck the carcass in my daughter’s face!

Hey, I’m a boy, I had a dead animal on a stick, and there was a girl around. I was simply obeying my genes.

Obeying hers, Elizabeth shrieked and ran into the house.

I slid a plastic grocery bag over the blade of the shovel and neatly deposited the opossum inside. Then I tied the bag shut.

Burying the opossum on my property was out of the question. Maggie would get it. I’d have to bury it deeper than Susan Molinari’s TV career.

(Speaking of opossums: Why does a chicken cross the road? To show a opossum it can be done. Hahaha.)

I decided to dump it in a garbage can in the alley. But not ours, of course. Our garbage gets picked up only once a week, and with two kids and just one Supercan I wasn’t about to waste valuable garbage space on a dead opossum. We’re overflowing every week. I routinely send Michael into the alley to scout out a half-empty can to handle our overage.

One family near us has two cans, and Michael regularly used them. Once, though, they caught him and scolded him. So I decided to leave Mr. Opossum with them. I felt pretty good about it. And then I went to sleep.

At 3 A.M. I bolted upright—one and only one thought blazing through my head:

Playing possum!

But of course!

Like some malevolent monster in an Edgar Allan Poe short story, I had tied a helpless fur ball in a bag and sealed him alive in a garbage can for all eternity. I was a callous murderer. The PETA people would put my picture on every pet store in town.

I had to undo my horrible deed. But not at 3 A.M., when God only knows what was happening in that can. By dawn I was out there sneaking through the alley, opening my neighbor’s garbage can. I peered in and saw the opossum curled up in the same fetal position he had assumed on my lawn. Except for one small detail—he was out of the plastic bag!

Aha! He had been playing possum.

Now I felt worse, because I figured he had crawled out of the bag and then had been asphyxiated in the can. I imagined him gasping to death. I wondered if there was some gesture I could make to honor opossums everywhere. Perhaps I could hang upside down in a tree thirty minutes a day for a month?

Then it occurred to me that perhaps the little kidder was playing possum again. I mean, what do I know about opossums? I thought it was an aardvark, for heaven’s sake. And my second choice was “armadillo.” Figuring that even if the critter was alive, it couldn’t climb out of a four-foot-tall Supercan, I laid the can on its side to give him a chance to escape.

I studied the opossum for ten minutes. Its eyes never blinked. Its tail never moved. It didn’t seem to draw breath.

I wrote it off as dead and walked away to prepare to draft a letter of confession and send copies to Ricki Lake and Naomi Campbell … and maybe head over to Denny’s for one of those Grand Slam breakfasts.

Ten minutes later I anxiously wandered back to the alley and peered into the garbage can. To my delight the opossum was gone. Then I was overcome by a sense of dread. What if some dog had carried it off? What if, instead of playing possum, it was now breakfast?

Maggie?


The Bar Mitzvah Boy Blues

Yesterday was my son, Michael’s, bar mitzvah. According to Jewish tradition, this ceremony marks the day a thirteen-year-old boy becomes a man. This tradition obviously began in the old days—before “middle school.” As soon as a kid turned thirteen, he was out in the fields picking dates and herding sheep (or dating sheep in the remote regions). By fifteen, he was married. By eighteen, he was having a midlife crisis and shopping for a faster donkey.

If only it still worked that way. Then I wouldn’t have to keep socking away money for college, and I could spend it on something worthwhile—like hair plugs and a set of Callaway Steelhead Woods.

Still, bar mitzvahs are great entertainment, although they do create a certain unease for gentiles who are unfamiliar with the event. My friend Nancy, a shiksa if there ever was one, asked, “Do I have to eat gefilte fish, or could I say a few Hail Marys instead?”

Sometimes you can have fun with the fact that the rituals of bar mitzvahs are mysterious to gentiles. For example, I told Michael Wilbon that at some point during the luncheon he would be circumcised. (I understand the anxiety. If I was invited to Easter dinner at a Catholic’s home, I’d want to know, “Is someone going to ask me if I killed their Lord?”)

I remember going to bar mitzvahs when I was my son’s age. It’s a great thing being a thirteen-year-old boy at a bar mitzvah. First of all, the thirteen-year-old girls are there, and they’re fantastic! You’ve never seen them like this before. They’re dressed up, their hair is done, they’ve got perfume on—and for the first time in your life you actually want to dance with them.

Something wonderful happens when you hold them in your arms. I recall coming home breathless, with some girl’s perfume on my cheek, and my knees literally knocking. Which, in retrospect, qualified me to be president.

(Speaking of girls like you’ve never seen them before, last Wednesday, seventy-two hours before the bar mitzvah, my daughter showed me what she intended to wear. She claimed it was a skirt. I called it a napkin. “You are not wearing that to a house of worship,” I told her. “The House of Blues, maybe, but not a house of worship.” I’d seen more material on an oven mitt. I went right out and bought her a dress the Amish would be proud of. After she wore it, she used it as a pool cover.)

The bar mitzvah boy may not actually be a man that day, but at these parties you see what it’s like to be a man. You see adult men smoking and drinking and eating and dancing dirty, and you think to yourself: What a putz. I’ve been worrying about spelling homework. Where can I get me some of this?

As father of the bar mitzvah boy, I have a limited role. During the service, I get to say a small prayer. I was encouraged to keep it brief, as parents tend to gush on and on, extolling their children as brilliant students, tireless workers for world peace, and humble, caring angels who would never, ever set off a stink bomb in the Willow Wood Manor Assisted Living Wellness Center, despite what you may have read.

The speeches often last so long that, by the end, the bar mitzvah boy has outgrown his suit. I went to a bar mitzvah in Boca Raton where the mother got up to speak, and after dabbing at her eyes with both hands so everyone could see her jewelry, her first words were, “Can we dim the lights now so I can start the slide show?”

I remember when my daughter, Elizabeth, was bat mitzvahed three years ago, and I was called to meet with the rabbi. I told him what I’d thought about saying during the service, including some A-list jokes, like the one about a rabbi, a priest, and a minister who go golfing together.

It seems they’re stuck behind an unbelievably slow group. The front nine holes take them four full hours to play, and they seek out the course’s golf pro to complain.

“Oh, but the people in front of you are blind,” the pro explains.

“Blind!” the minister says. “It’s a miracle. I’m so moved I’m going to compose a sermon on how inspirational these men are.”

“Blind!” the priest says. “I’m so impressed I’m going to tell this to the Vatican and urge them to make a charitable contribution in these men’s names.”

“Blind, huh?” the rabbi says. “So why can’t they play at night?”

The rabbi said that a temple was an inappropriate setting to do shtick, and that whatever I said had to be very brief and somber. I ended up offering this small, somber prayer: “Thank you, God, for enabling me to find a good parking space.”

And I sat down while the rabbi went into his sermon. Which consisted of, one after another, every line I’d given him. The duck joke. The O’Malley twins. The whole Sol and Sadie catalog, including the best one: Sol and Sadie have just gotten married. Sol is eighty-six, and Sadie is eighty-three. Sadie says, “Sol, it’s our wedding night. Come up the stairs and make love to me.” And Sol says, “I can only do one or the other.”

And he crushed! He closed by saying, “I’ll be here all week. Don’t forget to tip your waitress, and drive home safely.”

My agent had come down from New York for the bat mitzvah. She loved him. He’s on Comedy Central now with his own show, The Jolly Jew.

So I vowed not to make that mistake again. This time I was ready. I tailored the jokes to the crowd: Sol is driving down the highway to Miami Beach when he gets a worried call from Sadie on the car phone. “Sol, I just heard on the news there’s a car going the wrong way on I-95. Please be careful.” And Sol says, “It’s not just one car, Sadie, it’s hundreds of them!”

“But aren’t you concerned that you humiliated your son?” I was asked.

My very existence humiliates my children. So what the heck.

“A rabbi, a priest, and Boutrous Boutros-Ghali are in a canoe …”


Now Playing: Waiting for Gazdluzky

Here is my life, in two acts.

ACT I. THE TELEPHONE MESSAGES

“Hi, I’m home. Did anybody call?” I ask my daughter, who is lying on the couch, watching MTV with her face so close to the set that if Britney Spears’s new augmented breasts explode, she will be toweling off silicone.

“Yeah. One call. I took a message,” she says.

I see scribble on a piece of paper.

It looks like “Bleev Gazdluzky.”

“Sweetheart,” I say, “this looks like ‘Bleev Gazdluzky.’ ”

“Yeah.”

“Bleev?”

“Yeah.”

“What kind of a name is Bleev?” I ask.

There is no answer from my daughter. She is entranced by some rap group on TV. I think they are exhorting her to commit first-degree felonies.

“Elizabeth? Elizabeth?”

“What do you want?” she says in exasperation. “You’ve been in the house for two minutes, and you’ve already asked me a million questions.”

“Who is Bleev Gazdluzky?”

She throws her hands in the air. “How should I know? They called for you,” she says.

“They?”

I ponder this for a second, and seek to ask a follow-up question, but my daughter has stormed out of the room and into the den, where she immediately throws herself on another couch and turns on MTV. She is done with this conversation. I have driven her from the room. It must have been something I said—perhaps “Hi, I’m home.”

The fact is I am lucky to get the message that “Bleev Gazdluzky” called, whoever they are. Most of the time neither of my teenage children writes down any message at all. Not that they don’t care about phone messages. They care avidly about phone messages. The first thing they do coming in the door is replay the message tape, deleting all the nuisance messages—the ones that aren’t for them.

What do your kids care if someone from the IRS called. The IRS—is that, like, the surviving members of INXS?

My aunt called three times in one day last week with news about my father, who had broken his hip, then called me at work to find out why I hadn’t responded.

“Don’t you care that your father is in the hospital?” she scolded me.

What???

“Did Aunt Shirley call yesterday?” I asked the kids.

My son, Michael, shrugged. “Yesterday” is a tough concept for him. He has the attention span of goat cheese; sometimes at breakfast he’ll ask, “What meal is this?” Anything that happened more than ten minutes ago is prehistoric, like the Fonz.

“Yeah. She did,” my daughter said. “She called a few times, actually.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?” I demanded.

Her response was classic sixteen: “Why are you always picking on me?”

Sometimes, they’ll manage to relay an actual name, “Mark,” then half a phone number: “96685.”

“Mark who? Was Mark a first name or a last name?” I’ll ask.

“I don’t know.”

“And what is this number? A phone number has more digits than this. This is a Zip code. There’s no way I can call this Mark back.”

“That’s too bad,” the kids say. “He said it was urgent.”

ACT II. THE DOG

Have you noticed that it gets light now at 5:03 A.M.? Of course you haven’t. You’re sound asleep at 5:03, like you should be. That’s because you don’t have a satanic dog who wakes you at the first sign of light by sitting at the edge of your bed, her wet nose a mere three inches from yours, whimpering and whining in a pitch only you can hear. Not your spouse. Not your kids. Not anyone in the world but you. She’s like a cell phone vibrating in your pocket—only you can’t throw her against the wall. (And that new legislation makes it a little late to sell her to the Burlington Coat Factory.)

That’s amazing, isn’t it, how a dog can home in on one person’s frequency, and the rest of the people in your house wouldn’t hear the Mir space station if it crashed through the upstairs bathroom?

In her Tony-whistle whine she is saying to me: “Take me out now, stupid. Take me out so early, they’re still serving drinks downtown. Take me out now so that when we come home I can fall asleep on the cool tile floor, because I’m a dog and I can sleep anywhere, whenever I want—and you’re totally screwed for the rest of the day. You’re up at 5:03 A.M. You’re meat. I own you.”

It’s not enough for me to simply open the door and let the dog go outside by herself, like every other dog in America. Oh, no, not Ms. Maggie the Queen Mum. She won’t go! She stands by the door whimpering for me to leash her up and take her on a walk—so she can do ABSOLUTELY NOTHING! Nothing comes out of her body but dog laughter.

Why?

Because it’s too early!

It’s barely dawn. Why would she have to tinkle now? It’s not like she’s a sixty-year-old with a prostate problem. She’s a dog!

She walks briskly for a few blocks, barely deigning to sniff the ground, then she sashays home. Now it is 5:12 A.M., and the little rodent bounds up the stairs, jumps on my bed, lays her head on my pillow, and falls blissfully asleep, laughing to herself about the tale she can tell the other dogs when they play poker, like in the velvet paintings.

“You know Tony? That fat bald dope I live with? I gave him such shpilkes when I yanked his chain this morning …” [sounds of slobbering dog guffaws]

And hopelessly wide awake, I stare at the ceiling, obsessed with a single thought. Who the heck is Bleev?


Unhappy Campers

My birthday was the other day, and my sweet baboo Elizabeth, who is at summer camp, sent me a card. Here is what my loving, sentimental daughter wrote:

“Happy B-day! Kate said her parents are sending 200 extra dollars for her to use at the mall. Getting any ideas? No, but really $100 isn’t enough for our trip to the mall. I would really appreciate it if you would send up more money. I’m sorry to bother you about this in your B-day card, but I had to talk to you before it was too late. P.S. Please show this letter to Mom.”

Parents of fifteen-year-old girls will recognize the basic structure:

There is an introductory thought about you. Now, here is the urgency of my need. And make sure you show it to Mom, who is even more of a sucker than you are.

Of course, I did what any parent would do upon receipt of such a letter. I laughed.

“There’s no way Kate’s parents are sending her two hundred dollars to go to some mall in West Virginia,” I said. “You can buy the entire state for a hundred thirty-five. Half the homes there are on wheels!”

So I called Kate’s parents.

“Elizabeth says you’re sending Kate two hundred dollars for a trip to the mall?” I asked.

“No, we sent twenty dollars,” they said.

Hmmm.

“Maybe she just forgot to write in the decimal point,” my son offered.

“Excuse me, Mr. Dershowitz, but was I talking to you?”

Again, parents of fifteen-year-olds will recognize the pattern.

Write “200.” If you’re confronted with “20,” say something like: “Oops, my pen slipped.” (Politicians under investigation by independent counsels might recognize this defense as plausible deniability.)

Time and again my daughter and I butt heads about “freedom issues,” including money, curfew, and what types of movies she is allowed to see. I think I can fairly state both our positions. Her position is, “Come on, I’m fifteen.” My position is, “Come on, you’re fifteen.”

Recognize this conversation?

“Hi, Dad. My friends were going to the movies tonight, and I’d like to go, too.”

“What will you be seeing?”

“Um, I don’t know, something educational.”

“Oh? Recommended by Dr. Stephen Hawking, I’m sure. Can you tell me the name of it?”

“I’m Going to Slash Your Throat and Mutilate Your Mama. But it’s not nearly as bad as it sounds,” she’ll say perkily. “One of the girls from Friends is in it.”

“Great. And what might it be rated?”

“Um, PG?”

“Come on, honey, it’s a slasher movie. It’s a hard R. They won’t even sell you a ticket.”

“Carla’s mother is buying the tickets.”

“Carla’s mother thinks it’s okay for kids to see this crap? What’s Carla’s number? I’m going to call her mother right now.”

Suddenly there is a gasp from my daughter. Followed by tears.

“You do this all the time, Dad. You are the strictest parent in the whole world. If it was up to you, all I would see is The Sound of Music with those stupid kids, in their stupid Swiss cheese outfits, singing, ‘Do, a deer, a female deer.’ Agggghh. I hate you. And don’t you dare call Carla’s mother and embarrass me. You treat me like I’m still fourteen!”

So of course, I let her go to the movie, which starts at 7:15—provided she calls me as soon as it’s over, which I tell her will be 9 P.M.

See if you recognize this one:

“Hi, Dad, it’s Liz.”

“Where have you been? I told you to call at nine,” I’ll say.

“No, you told me to call at ten.”

“Well, it’s eleven-fifteen.”

“It is?”

“Sweetheart,” I’ll say. “You have a watch on, don’t you?”

“Yes.”

“WELL, WHAT TIME IS IT ON YOUR WATCH?”

“Um, my watch is broken.” (A variation of “Oops, my pen slipped.”)

“Okay, where are you? Are you still at the movie theater?” I’ll ask.

“We didn’t actually go to the movie. We, um, went to Georgetown instead.”

“You did WHAT???”

“Yes, but I thought you would be happy because I didn’t go to an R-rated movie.”

I give my daughter ten dollars a week allowance. She tells me all her friends get twenty-five dollars—everybody in the school. I’m always the only one who’s so strict. In all of history there’s John Calvin and me. I passed Hitler.

I offered her five dollars more for emptying the dishwasher twice a week. Easy money, right? She did it for two weeks, then started complaining about the number of plates and utensils that her brother used.

“Everything in here is his,” she said. “I’m tired of putting away his stuff. He’s doing it deliberately. It’s not fair to me. I think he should eat with his hands.”

The new battleground is her ears.

See if this is familiar. She wants a second earring hole. And another in her upper ear cartilage.

All her friends have them. (“And don’t you dare call their parents.”)

She has changed her tactic on getting new holes lately. Now, before asking, she gives me a hug, and tells me how much she loves me. She actually purrs. I can only assume she saw this behavior in a Cameron Diaz movie. Sadly, I’m not Ben Stiller. I’m old enough to be Jerry Stiller.

“You’re too young,” I say. “Wait until you get to college.”

The truth is, I don’t care about a second earring. I’m trying to draw the line at her ears so I don’t have to hear about tongue studs and bellybutton rings. I live in fear of going into my daughter’s room to kiss her good-night and discovering she has driven a ten-penny nail through her upper lip, or has stapled her fingers together in the name of fashion.

So my standard answer to everything she asks for is “Wait until you get to college.”

I went to college. I know how it works. Like my parents before me, I figure what I don’t see can’t hurt me.

On her first trip home she’ll probably have a huge tattoo across her stomach that says, YOU HAPPY? I WAITED UNTIL I GOT TO COLLEGE.


Dad, Can I Have the Keys to the Edsel?

Last week I faced the moment the father of a teenage girl dreads most.

Oh, God no, not THAT moment.

No, my daughter got her driver’s license!

She had little help from me. I only took her out once, to the local high school parking lot, where I had her drive backward around the lot repeatedly—as my father had done with me almost thirty-five years ago. I never questioned my father’s purpose in doing this. I accepted it as the fundamental building block of driver education: One needed to learn how to drive backward in order to truly understand how to drive forward. So around and around my daughter and I went, until I begged her to pull over so I could get out and throw up.

“Dad, you’re so pathetic,” she told me. “This is nuts. I’m never going to have to drive backward. When I get out of college, do you think I’m going to find a rewarding career in valet parking?”

That night I called my father in Florida and asked him why he made me drive around backward. He said, “Oh, that. I wanted to make you nauseated so you’d stop pestering me about teaching you how to drive.”

So I left my daughter to the rigors of the District of Columbia driving test, which she described as follows: “Go around the block once and don’t kill the mayor.”

I asked her how she did, and she said, “I had enough points to pass.”

So I think she may have hit the mayor, but not killed him.

Now she wants a car.

The other morning we went out for breakfast to talk about cars. I wanted to explain to her, for example, that I didn’t get my first car until I was a sophomore in college, and that she’s a junior in high school, and that she ought to go out and work and save money for a car like I did, and that things were a lot tougher when I was her age, and we only had one car for the entire family …

She yawned. “Wake me when you get to the part about walking to school in the snow. I love that part.”

We began to talk about what she felt was important in a motor vehicle, and her conversation revealed a surprisingly high level of sophistication.

“I don’t want a white car,” she said. “And the main reason is, it says: ‘Hi, I’m a white car, and I’m ugly and stuff.’

“And I don’t want a big Buick. It reminds me of Grandma.”

(What she doesn’t know is that Grandma used to drive muscle cars, until that unfortunate incident in the GTO when she stood that bad boy up at 120, and the wind resistance pushed her upper bridge straight down her throat.)

I asked her if there was anything she particularly wanted in a car.

“Automatic lights, because I don’t really know how to turn the lights on myself yet.”

(And doesn’t that fill all you commuters with confidence?)

I felt euphoric, because my daughter and I had spoken for about seven minutes—the longest conversation we’d had in five years that did not include the sentence “Dad, you’re so pathetic.”

But I still had a problem: I think she’s too young to have her own car. But now that she’s got her license, she’s going to want to borrow my car. And I don’t want her to borrow my car, because:

a. It’s my car.

b. I remember what we did every time we borrowed our parents’ cars. First, we drove into ditches to see if the wheels would come off. Then we drove at high speeds and slammed on the brakes to see if the guys in the backseat would catapult through the windshield. And if we were lucky enough to borrow our parents’ cars during an ice storm, we deliberately fishtailed into a wild 360, hoping to smash into something. And we did all this even when we weren’t on acid.

This, of course, is boy behavior. I needed to know about girl behavior. So I consulted my friend Nancy, who told me: “We always said, ‘Can I have the car to go to the library and do homework?’ ‘Homework’ is the magic word. Then we’d pile as many girls into the car as possible and just drive wantonly around the city, trying to attract as many boys as possible. Which, as it turned out, wasn’t all that difficult.”

Inevitably, I’m going to get my daughter a car. But what kind of car? Something small and fast, with a spoiler and a bumper sticker that says I BRAKE FOR UNPROTECTED SEX? Oh, hahaha, I don’t think so.

I intend to say to the car dealer: “Give me something that won’t operate over forty miles per hour, won’t enter the Beltway, and at eleven P.M. will automatically start heading for home.”

A first car ought to be a hideous, indestructible bomb. Your friends should be the only people on Earth who would consider sitting in it. It should have springs sticking out of the backseat. It should smell like someone is decomposing in the trunk. My friend Tom’s first car was so horrible to look at that the first thing he did with it was to paint an American flag on the roof, with house paint! Which actually made it look much better.

“How old is Lizzie now?” Nancy asked.

“She’s sixteen,” I said.

“I crashed a boy’s car the night of my sixteenth birthday,” Nancy mused.

Hmmmm.

“He let me get behind the wheel,” Nancy said. “I believe there may have been some beer involved. I remember I was driving just fine going straight. But then the road curved, and I drove the car into a tree. I couldn’t consider myself an expert on such things, but from the steam hissing from the radiator and the smoke and the crumpled hood, I sensed there was something wrong with the car.”

I know exactly the kind of car I want for my daughter. Something large and slow, with only one seat and no radio, like a forklift, or one of those things that tow the space shuttle to the launching pad. Something so solid and formidable that my sweet baboo will not be injured when she plows into her first tree, or house, or police car—which will probably happen the first time she grabs for something she thinks will turn on the lights.


A Knock at the Dork

This is not about my daughter. I don’t have a daughter. And her name is not Elizabeth Lauren Kornheiser, and she is not fourteen. But if I did have a daughter, and if she were in ninth grade, and if she did play junior varsity soccer, then she would not want me anywhere near her games. She would not want me to walk the street within fifteen feet of her, because someone might think us related. She would most emphatically not want me to mention her in a column, because then people would know I am her father. That would be humiliating for her, because I am a dork.

I was not a dork when she was eight.

When she was eleven, I became an apprentice dork. At twelve, I made the varsity, with full dork privileges. Now that she’s fourteen I am the sheriff of Dorkingham. I am the Dork in Chief. I am Pope Dork II.

We’ll be in the car, and I’ll ask something innocent, like, “Do you have any tests today?”

There’ll be no response, so I’ll say again, “Do you have any tests today?”

She’ll say with some disgust, “That’s the second time you’ve asked that question.”

“I want to know if you have any tests today!”

And she’ll say, “You’re boring me. Can we just drop this conversation?”

Conversation? This was conversation?

My sins are too numerous to list. They include that I “wear my hat wrong.” Just the other day my daughter insisted she couldn’t do her homework because, and I quote, I “eat too loudly.”

I was eating a cheese sandwich. How much noise could I have been making?

“Wait until she’s twenty-five,” I have been told. “Then she will come around.”

Great. By then she can come around to the nursing home.

This has been a breakthrough year for me and my daughter, however, in that I am finally actually allowed to attend her soccer games. But there are certain rules I have to follow:

I have to sit quietly with the other parents, who have been similarly warned.

I cannot stand up. I cannot wave. I cannot shout. I cannot do anything to indicate whose parent I am or that I have any interest in any particular player’s performance. I cannot criticize the ref.

“Can I clap?” I asked.

“Um, okay, but not loudly,” my daughter said. “Don’t embarrass me.”

“I’ll clap inwardly,” I promised. “My spleen will rejoice at your good fortune.”

When I got to the first game, I saw a crowd of about fifty people, and I immediately knew precisely where I was supposed to sit: Tucked in a corner of the stands with a group of ten or so chastened-looking adults who all appeared to be on Thorazine—obviously, the parents. I did pretty well for the first half, and then disaster struck. My daughter made a nice kick, and I leaped up and shouted proudly, “Elizabeth!”

Oops.

So I’m standing there, having broken the cardinal rule. The word is barely out of my mouth when I realize that all the other parents are staring at me.

The “Elizabeth!” is still echoing in the air, and I stammer, “… um, Elizabeth, yes, the Queen of England. Elizabeth II. A jolly good queen. So sorry about Diana,” my voice getting softer all the time, as I slink back in my seat.

Anyway, people tell me not to worry, because all fourteen-year-old girls are like this—they all think their parents have cooties. My friend Gino warns me that it will get worse before it gets better. When his daughter was fourteen she thought he was a dork, too, but at least he saw her every once in a while for as many as ten minutes at a time, in the car, while ferrying her to and from social engagements. A few months ago his daughter turned sixteen and got her driver’s license. Now Gino sees her only at 6:08 every morning when she bursts into his bedroom, turns on the light, and bellows to no one in particular something like: “Where the heck are my clean bras?”

As a parent of a girl and a boy, I can tell you there is a big difference between the two. Let’s use the example of each child saying, “Dad, take me to the mall.”

What a boy means is, “Dad, take me to the mall.”

What a girl means is, “Dad, drop me off outside. Don’t let any of my friends see you. If you go inside the mall and you see me, pretend you don’t. And don’t ask me the names of any of the boys. And please put on some clothes that match. And if you go into a record store, don’t move your head along with the music. It’s terribly dorky. Oh, and can I have twenty dollars for earrings?”

And speaking of earrings, did you see that President Clinton is being fitted for hearing aids? I guess he sat too close to the loudspeakers all those nights he didn’t inhale. Supposedly, Clinton is deaf to sounds of certain pitches, and news reports stated that this means there are particular words he cannot make out. They did not specify what those words were, but I have secretly obtained the official list. Here they are:

“No”

“Mister”

“President”

“I”

“Don’t” “Want”

“You”

“To”

“Remove”

“Your”

“Pants.”


The Comb-over That Came in from the Cold

My sweet baboo Elizabeth, a high school senior now, has finally given me permission to attend her softball games. This was a long time coming. The last time she said it was okay for me to be anywhere near her was 1992—but that’s because I was driving her to the mall. She insisted on sitting in the backseat, and made me promise not to speak to her or play the radio. “Omigod, what if we drove past one of my friends, and you were bobbing your head to the music the way you do? I’d have to, like, transfer schools!”

I remember when she first expressed horror that I was alive. She was eleven, and I had committed the unpardonable sin of “chewing too loud.” She looked at me with revulsion and pushed away from the table. “You’re disgusting,” she said. “You make me ashamed to be in this family.”

“Wait!” I called out. “Give me another chance. I’ll gum my meat.”

I called a friend who had grown daughters. She assured me this was “just a stage they pass through.”

“When will it end?” I asked.

“Probably by the time she’s twenty-five, thirty at the latest.”

For the last eight years I haven’t been allowed at any of her games—soccer when she was in middle school, softball in high school. She’d say something like: “NO! YOU ALWAYS EMBARRASS ME. YOU SIT AND TALK TO THE OTHER PARENTS, AND ASK THEM STUPID RANDOM QUESTIONS, LIKE ABOUT CELL PHONE USE. YOU’RE ALWAYS SPYING ON ME. YOU THINK YOU CAN DO IT BECAUSE YOU WRITE A COLUMN IN THE NEWSPAPER. IT’S VERY STRESSFUL TO ME. YOU CANNOT COME SEE ME PLAY. NO! NO! PLUS, YOUR COMB-OVER IS AWFUL.”

It started at a soccer game when she was ten. I used to cheer for her unobtrusively. Like: “Great play, Elizabeth.” Or: “Good kick, Elizabeth.” Or: “Hey, ref, I don’t know which game you’re watching, but my daughter just got knocked down by a girl so large she ought to have running lights. Seriously, I want chromosome testing on that girl. I don’t want to say she’s over age, but she drove here!” Somehow, comments like this embarrassed my daughter.

Then once, I happened to make a mild remark to the referee: “How about calling them both ways?” The ref immediately stopped the game and attempted to eject me because in the country of his youth, fans weren’t permitted to say anything to soccer referees. I said, “Oh, please. I’ve seen videotapes of soccer matches in your country. I’ve seen fans chase the refs out of the stadium and try to kill them. You’re lucky to be here, pal, where you’ve got twenty-four-hour Safeways. If you were back there, you’d be on a stick.”

From then on I was parenta non grata at her games.

“If I see you anywhere near my games,” she’d tell me, “I’ll poke out my own eyeballs with a melon scooper.”

Once when Elizabeth was a sophomore I tried to sneak to see her play softball. Her school, Maret, was playing at Sidwell Friends, and there was a toolshed down the right field line, about 150 feet from Maret’s bench. I hid behind the toolshed. Every so often I peeked out to get a glimpse of Elizabeth batting. I was confident she never saw me. But when the game ended she strode over to me, tears in her eyes, and said, “I can’t believe you did this. Everyone on my team asked me, ‘Who is that psycho behind the shed?’ I had to explain that psycho was my father. And look at you. You don’t even match! You’re wearing green pants with a brown sports jacket. You look like someone they let out of a home!”

I tried once more when she was a junior. She was playing at a field in Virginia that sat way down in a valley. I stood on the bank of the hill way out past left field, so far away I literally couldn’t pick out my daughter. For all I knew I could have been cheering for Camilla Parker-Bowles. (Not that I would cheer out loud. It would get back to my child that I was there. If anyone approached me I was prepared to say, “Please to help me seek asylum in your country of bountiful fruits and vegetables. God bless Dave Thomas for Biggie fries.”) I stood so far away I’m not sure I was in the same area code as the game. And the moment it was over she was running up the hill and shouting, “How could you embarrass me like this? All I could do the whole game was watch you standing up here twitching, making a fool out of yourself.”

And I said, “Really? What did you use to see me, the Hubble telescope?”

So you can imagine how thrilled I am now to be able to watch my daughter play softball without having to lie or wear a disguise or worry that my physical presence will cause her to throw herself on a hay thresher.

I have no such problem with my son. He likes me to watch him play sports. Though I didn’t know that until earlier this week when I watched him in a golf match. I picked him up on the back nine, and because of my experiences with Elizabeth, I hid behind a bush on the tenth tee so he wouldn’t see me.

Of course, crouching behind the bush I couldn’t see him tee off. I listened through four drives, then waited for Michael to walk down the fairway to his ball, so I could emerge and look for where he’d hit his drive.

I listened for the telltale sound of golfers moving away from the tee. But the sound I heard was: “It’s okay to come out, Dad. I hit it down the middle.”

“How did you know I was here?” I asked.

“When we were coming up the ninth fairway one of the guys asked, ‘Who’s that psycho with a horrible comb-over hiding behind the bush up on the tenth tee?’ And I knew it had to be you.”


A Chip Shot Off the Old Block

I am resting now, having recently returned from the two-week Elizabeth Lauren Kornheiser College Tour.

Do you have any idea what it’s like to travel in the same car (and stay in the same hotel) with two teenage children for two weeks?

It makes quintuple-bypass surgery seem like a pedicure.

It’s not that by the end of two weeks everybody in the family hates each other—because by the end of two days, everybody hates each other. By the end of two weeks, the violent energy in the car is such that you could go from 0 to 90 without touching the gas pedal. After the first week, I would get up each morning and pray that the car would turn into the set of Survivor and I would be the lucky one kicked off the island, even if that meant being devoured by sharks. Or worse, having to tell my story to Sally Jessy Raphaël.

Not that there aren’t funny moments. We were cruising through Pennsylvania to Upstate New York when Michael, awakening from a nap, blurted out, “Where are we?”

We’re in Pennsylvania, he was told, driving north on Route 81.

“Can we stop at the Rawlings outlet?” he inquired.

“Where is it?” I asked.

“Somewhere in Pennsylvania,” he said.

It’s a big state, I told him. You think you can pin it down a little? You have an address?

“No, but it’s got to be on one of the main roads.”

Oh.

Anyway, with Elizabeth entering her senior year in high school, we went off in search of a college she might like. As the high school guidance counselors tell you: “There are thousands of colleges in the country, and one of them is bound to be right for your child.”

This is meant to make parents feel better when their kid winds up in some unaccredited two-year school, majoring in badminton or plumbing supplies. But who’s kidding who? Have you noticed the top of the political tickets? George Bush, Yale; Al Gore, Harvard; Joe Lieberman, Yale; Dick Cheney, Yale. Thank God for diversity.

But you’d have to be a dope to miss the message. Recruiters from Dartmouth, Amherst, and Stanford can go on for hours about the superb quality of education at their joints, but, hey, if you can’t provide a shot at a national ticket, what good are you? If I were a high school senior and I saw I couldn’t get into Harvard or Yale, I wouldn’t crack open up another book until I got a job as a cashier at Barnes & Noble. I’d withdraw all my applications, find me a party school, and let the bons temps rouler.

We divided the labor on our trip. Elizabeth visited the schools. And Michael and I played golf. That’s how I hoped she’d pick a college—by the quality of golf courses nearby. If they were topnotch, I might be inclined to visit her. I assured her that since I was going to pay her tuition regardless of what she decided, there was no point in me actually seeing each school. I told her the only thing that mattered about college was ingratiating yourself with the rich kids.

“Is there anything in particular you want me to look for in a college?” she asked.

“Wide-open fairways and not too much water,” I said.

While Lizzie toured Cornell, we played golf at a Robert Trent Jones course on the Cornell campus. (The famous golf course architect was an undergraduate there.) While she toured Colgate, we played at a Trent Jones course on the Colgate campus. While Lizzie toured Trinity College in Hartford, we played the tour course where the pros play the Greater Hartford Open. And while she toured Connecticut College in New London, Michael and I played a Donald Ross course in Waterbury. I was so inspired, I suggested she consider going to the University of California at Pebble Beach.

All in all, it was a very successful trip. Elizabeth found that in general she liked small colleges a lot more than she thought she would. And I learned to hit a flop shot with a lob wedge.

I’m not quite sure how Lizzie felt about each individual college, since our conversations were somewhat limited. For example, I would ask her, “Did you like the school today?” And she would say something that sounded like, “Unnnnuuuhh.” And I’d be left standing there
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