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How much has changed? Not much. It is 1 a.m. and this thing (whatever it is) is due tomorrow (now today). Luckily, some things have changed. This will arrive at the last minute but on time—by FAX.
Time has changed, I think. It’s more precious. The tendency to squeeze in one more thing before doing what has to get done isn’t weaker now, but perhaps the rationalization has improved. Time is so much better known. Forty years is a real distance, felt, measurable—not just an abstraction of grown-ups. Experience lets one grasp so much more and then realize how small things are and how only a few—ideals, ideas, family. Life—come close to the importance we thought they had.
Three a.m. is the same. It’s still a wonderful time of the day to argue politics, philosophy, history, and why you felt the way you felt when she said something to you and you said something back and then it all broke apart for a while under the bright honesty of night until crying quietly you fall together and the world is okay again for the child to let the man dream of solving the world’s problems.
The world’s problems actually seem more solvable. Is that the hubris of the revolution generation now coming to power? We sure talked a good game, now let’s do it. A new world order—not yet but imaginable. Human rights. Aren’t economic rights and political rights both human rights? What happens when the whole world has faxes, computers, copiers, radios, and televisions? But at least we are no longer living in a world which Professor Deutsch described as two guys fighting in a telephone booth with hand grenades. No more fantasies about surviving the mushroom cloud in a preindustrial America—a mutated Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court.
Most remembered Yale teaching: Professor Brumbaugh quoting the three phrases over the temple of Delphi: All things in moderation, Know yourself, and—he would say with a smile—Never take second mortgages. (It sort of meant don’t risk the future, but the notion that the Greeks—and by extension anyone so eloquent and renowned—could say unprofound things was clear. We were great at lofty-sounding, silly pronouncements even before Mary Jane, roach clips, and Bambu paper came to New Haven.)
The phrase “the one that got away” now evokes memories of a real estate deal that would have settled any financial worries. Having met some of those other “ones that got away” makes me glad they did and salves the old wounds a good bit.
AIDS put the lie to the illusion that we (the modem world) were beating death. I directed the first documentary about AIDS (in 1983-84), and all of the subjects and one of the producers and many other colleagues and friends are now gone. (So much for sexual revolutions and carpe diem.) We thought we were done with plagues. We were wrong. Mortality is a real pain in the spirit.
Perspectives change. How many of us came to Yale as big fish from small ponds and suddenly found ourselves small fish in a very big, very tough pond? That shock—it took me years to get over it—was a great lesson. The balance is a mixture of being a big fish in some little ponds and a small fish in some big ponds. Choose the right mixture and enjoy. “Tis a gift to be simple” goes the Shaker song, nobody hits a home run every time, and being smart turned out to be less important than luck—but it sure helps with the details when luck comes along.
Why change a good job? Stage Manager and Associate Director of WNET Channel 13 (the PBS station) in New York since 1971. A varied gig: “The Adams Chronicles,” “Live from the Met,” “MacNeil/Lehrer,” “Moyers,” “Pavarotti in Central Park,” “AIDS: Anatomy of an Epidemic,” tons of local programming, but, most important, nothing I am embarrassed about. This in an industry notorious for mindless, antisocial dreck. Public TV may not enthrall but it never demeans, and—if it ever gets funded properly—it could be the university of the nation.
No change at home. No divorce (a nine-year relationship with a Vassar girl met at a mixer and terminated fifteen years ago is a place holder for the category). One wonderful marriage of twelve years to Kathy Kline—an attractive woman of strength, energy, charm, morality, intelligence, and (in a turn of fate we laugh about) a woman who grew up in Bethany, just outside New Haven, i.e., I married a townie!
The continual change: two kids, the traditional set: a boy, Ross, and a girl, Kara, eleven and eight. Both smart, attractive, healthy, athletic, and happy. Hundreds of the best moments of the last eleven years are with them. Tossing them up into the air (I can’t do this anymore and not because I’m weaker). Teaching algebra (dredging up tricks and jargon unused for three decades). Cor- recting their English (boy, is it a tough language). Passing on the Scottish songs my mother taught me. Learning “positive coaching” for my kids and realizing that it works for adults too. Throttling my need for vicarious fulfillment. Reconnecting with my “child” through my children—what fun to be eight again! Sharing the wonder of the world and the excitement of learning with them. Feeling a strange ambivalent sadness as they leave behind their childhood voices.
Play is now more with them. But go (the oriental strategy game) is still the best head stretcher I know, and soccer is a new game for me, learned when my son started playing, and continued because it’s a natural for a small, quick descendant of European players, a last-ditch attempt to stay young, and the most fun team sport I know.
The honors that matter have changed. None is more important than the success of my family, and (second) the recognition, however infrequent, of what I give my community and friends. Mother Yale taught well.
Memories: singing at Yale, throwing water bombs, Mory’s cups, the Yale Outing Club cabin, lectures that knit the dry words of the textbooks into the fabric of living ideas, late-night excursions through the steam tunnels and up the Gothic towers, the hell of mixers, the sweet smell of the Duke’s punch, the mail at Yale Station, the rain on the flagstones, the tie in the pocket, Co-ed Week, Doonesbury (still very much with us and about us), the long walk up the hill for science, the weirdness of tap night, football (a tie?!!!), miles of road trips late at night packed into cars of someone from the ride board, uneasy at the mental, emotional, and chemical state of the driver and...
Reunions are a time warp. Ready or not, here we come.
