MICHAEL J. PLISHNER
114 St. Albans Road, Kensington, CA 94708
(510) 524-2367
November 11, 1989 A very few moments define our lives. For me, one of those moments came on November 11, 1989.
Twenty years after graduation I was typical of many in our class: I had gone on to Yale Law School and then left for the West. I had married my high school sweetheart, Rosalind. We had had three bright, talented boys—Aaron (then fifteen) and twins Alex and Elias (thirteen). Roz had spent ten years caring for the boys full time and was now back to a tough, demanding job as a school principal. I had become a litigation partner at a 300-lawyer San Francisco Firm. At forty I was on the firm’s executive committee and acted as its chief financial officer. I spent most of my waking hours pursuing my professional goal—to be the best lawyer I could be and eventually to run the firm. I had everything I could possibly want, a terrific wife, three great kids, two houses, my career.
In the fall of 1989 my son Aaron was a high school junior. I recalled myself at that age—I had one goal, to go to Yale. At dinner that Saturday night in November Aaron told us, for the first time, that he wanted to apply to Yale the next year, early admissions. I thought of myself at fifteen, and I felt great. After dinner Aaron went out with his friends. I didn’t get to say goodbye to him. Before midnight we were awakened by a knock at the door. There had been a car accident. Aaron was at the hospital. 1 never saw him alive again.
In that horrible moment, my life changed forever. Nothing would ever be the same. What had seemed terribly important the day before became utterly irrelevant—and in many ways it still is, now, four years later. Aaron’s death gave me a perspective on life I had never had before. What mattered most was not careers or successes, but people—the people close to me, my wife and especially the twins. Since then I have spent more time teaching, nurturing, and enjoying the company of my other two sons than I had with all three boys in the fifteen years before. I suddenly knew what really was important to me.
Life goes by all too quickly. In my zeal to become the best that I could be, to achieve professionally, to be the youngest this and the fastest that, I missed much of Aaron’s short life. I always thought we could catch up tomorrow, just as we all do. In my case there would be no tomorrow for Aaron. Aaron taught me what we all forget—tomorrow may never come. Aaron taught me that we must live each day to the fullest and that every event in our children’s lives is important. There will always be time to become president of our company, or managing partner of my law firm. But the fast track has its costs. Our kids need us now, not when they’re old enough to be presidents of their own companies. Aaron’s death also taught me that we must relish what our children are, not expect them to live up to some ideal—an ideal we thought we met (but probably never did). As long as they try, they are perfect. That’s all that matters.
Yale never taught me these things. Aaron did.
