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Things I Overheard While Talking to Myself

Alan Alda played 'Hawkeye' Pierce for eleven years in the
television series M*A*S*H and has acted in, written, and directed
many feature films. He has starred often on Broadway and his
avid interest in science has led to his hosting PBS's Scientific
American Frontiers for eleven years. He was nominated for an
Academy Award in 2005 and has been nominated for thirty-one
(and has won five) Emmy Awards. He is married to children's
book author and photographer, Arlene Alda. They have three
grown children and seven grandchildren.





Praise for

Things I Overheard While Talking to Myself

'Alda is chatty, easygoing and humble . . . his words of inspiration
would be a perfect gift for a college grad or for anyone facing
major life changes.'

—Publishers Weekly

'Alda's final words of advice . . . are laugh a lot, let your life be an
adventure and don't make yourself crazy looking for Meaning.'

—Kirkus Reviews

'[A] witty take on the platitudes of public speaking, his own passion
for life and his optimism, and the experiences that backed
them up.'

—Sunday Star Ledger
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Chapter 1

Things I Overheard

While Talking to Myself

I was so glad not to have died that day that I made it my new
birthday.

A few hours earlier, I was on top of a mountain outside a
small town in Chile when I doubled up in pain from an intestinal
obstruction. This is a pain more intense than childbirth, as I was
told later by a woman who had enjoyed both. While they carted
me down the mountain, the pain was impressive enough to make
me feel perfectly okay with dying. I would have been happy to die;
but as it turned out, this wouldn't be necessary. In a cramped,
dingy emergency room, I was examined by a doctor who, by
chance, was an expert in exactly my problem. I was lucky, because
about a yard of my intestine was dead, and within a couple of
hours I would be, too. He opened me up in an emergency surgery
that saved my life. I woke up from the operation euphoric. I
hugged the doctor and embraced his wife and children, grateful
to his whole family for the extra chance at life he had given me. I
told everyone that Chile was my new homeland, and I celebrated
my new life every chance I got.

But as time passed, a persistent thought kept piercing my euphoria:
What should this new life be like? This was time I was getting
for free, and it seemed to call for freshness.

Not that I was unhappy. During the year I turned sixty-nine,
there could hardly have been more good news coming my
way. In January, I was nominated for an Oscar; in April, for a
Tony; in September, for an Emmy; and in October, the first
book I'd written made the bestseller lists. All this in one year.
Even my seventieth birthday came and went without a feeling
of dread. I was still a kid. I still enjoyed working hard, and my
appetites still called to me with the urgency of a kid's. We must
have that dish of pasta, the food appetite would say. But this is the third
dish of pasta in the same meal, I'd tell it, secretly delighted by its roguish
concupiscence. Yes, a third dish, the appetite would say, and we
must have it. Now. Contented as I was, I still wanted to squeeze
more juice out of my new life. This was the playful search of
a happy appetite, and I realized how lucky I was to be craving
more.

I've known people who didn't even know they wanted more,
because they felt they simply had nothing. Every once in a while,
I think of a moment long ago in a coffee shop in Times Square
when the person sitting across from me mentioned he was thinking
of killing himself.

He said it casually as he put down his coffee cup. He was a
young black man, only recently out of college. I was twenty-five,
and he was about twenty-two. We had met a few days earlier at a
gathering of idealistic young people hoping to end nuclear testing.
We had been talking about how completely dim the
prospects were of our group having any success in slowing the
arms race. Then our conversation turned somehow from the destruction
of cities in a nuclear firestorm to the subject of his own
life. That's when he put down his cup and said, with the air of
someone announcing he was considering going off cream for
skim milk, "I've been thinking that I might kill myself."

I was stunned. "You can't do that."

He looked surprised. "Why not?"

"You don't have the right to kill yourself."

"Of course I do. It's my life. I can do what I want with it."

"No, you can't. You can't do that to the people around you.
You can't leave them with grief and a dead body. You don't have
the right to do that to anyone."

He thought about that for a moment. "Yes, I do. It's my body."

"Look. You're smart, you're educated. You have a life ahead
of you. A career." I didn't even know what he did for a living,
but he was smart. He'd be able to get along in anything he chose
to do.

"Well, I might go for that," he said, "but I might kill myself. I
haven't decided. It's just an option."

When someone's heading down that dark tunnel, how do you
call him back? Certainly my indignation wasn't having any effect.
I lost track of him not long after that and didn't find out if he ever
acted on his thoughts, but I always wished I could have said
something to turn him away from that darkness.

A decade later, I was surprised to be facing that same frustration.
I was acting on television in M*A*S*H, and after a shaky
start, the show was an enormous hit. Mail started coming in by
the bagful. One afternoon, I sat in a canvas chair on the set between
shots and sorted through a handful of letters. There was a
note in a pink envelope, addressed to me in tiny, cramped handwriting.
I opened it and started reading:

Please help me. I don't know what to do. I feel like killing myself.

The writer was a girl, probably a teenager. Her handwriting
was neat and controlled, but her thoughts were all over the place.
I was the one person, she said, who could help. Would I please
write back as soon as possible with some words that would keep
her from ending her life?

A few weeks later, a letter came in from a young man thinking
of suicide. Then another, from someone else. There were
about a dozen during the run of the show, and I answered them
as well as I could. One man wrote back, saying my letter had
helped him to reconsider and now he was glad to be alive—but I
wondered about the ones I didn't hear from. They had seemed
to be looking for some kind of meaning in their lives. Had they
found it?

Once the show became successful, invitations started coming
in asking me to pronounce a few words to live by at college commencements
and even offering honorary degrees. I instinctively
recoiled. It was flattering, but flattery is the doorway to embarrassment.
What did I have to say to people that was worth the
time it took to listen to it? The more successful our show got, the
more they asked me to come and talk. It was all out of proportion.
So I went and talked. I couldn't resist the flattery. But I worked
on those speeches with more diligence than I'd ever used on anything
before.

As my children were growing up, and later with my grandchildren,
I would look for those pleasurable moments when I
could call up something that would feel like passing on a little
wisdom. In all of these talks, public and private, of course, I probably
hadn't really been talking to other people. I'm sure I was really
talking to myself.

Couched in jokes and colloquial banter, my advice was always
there: the pill in the pudding. But it wasn't such a bad pill. I was
often trying to see how young people could guard themselves
from a feeling later on that their lives had been a pointless passing
of time. The same thing, in a way, that I was now trying to
guard against myself.

I started rummaging in the back of my mind and in the bottoms
of drawers for old speeches and other things I'd said that
meant something to me. And I wanted to figure out the context.
What was going on in our lives then that led me to say what I
said? I felt a little tingle of excitement in my belly. This would be
fun.

For some reason, just before I take a look inside myself I
always think it's going to be fun. This is a particular form of
narcissistic madness, actors' division. Before I knew it, I was
tangled up in an unexpected and thorny question. It came at me
in plain words one night, in that sullen calm before sleep. This
is the calm that has two doors: One leads to dreams and the
other to thoughts, and the door to thoughts is the one that goes
nowhere.

With teeth scrubbed, the bathroom light switched off, and
just before the light in your brain flickers out, there is a special
depth to the dark. It was in that thick quiet that I heard a question
move forward from the back of my head.

So tell me, the voice asked, are you living a life of meaning?

Oh, please, I thought.

  No, really, said the voice. If it should happen that you don't wake up tomorrow,
  will this have been a life that meant something?

I really hadn't expected this. I was just looking for a little
more juice. Meaning? Was this voice kidding me? Hadn't this year
been the essence of a meaningful life? I was successful in my
work. My children and grandchildren were thriving, and my wife
and I had never been happier. Arlene and I were taking time to
do idle, playful things on the spur of the moment. We took an afternoon
off to go look at Grand Central Station, just because we
hadn't seen it in thirty years. And then we spent an hour in the
Museum of Modern Art, which we hadn't seen since they fixed it
up. Then we walked for blocks, looking for a taxi, and when we
got to Central Park and still couldn't get a cab, we smelled horses
behind us. We turned and saw the hansom cabs lined up on Fifty-ninth
Street and decided to go home by horse and carriage. We
grinned for the whole trip.

It was a perfect life. So why would I wonder what the meaning
of it was? But the damn question wouldn't go away. Once it got
hold of me, it didn't just linger—it pulled at my lapels, jabbed its
finger in my chest. Demanded an answer.

But meaning is a tricky thing. I sat next to a young woman on
a plane once who bombarded me for five hours with how she had
decided to be born again and so should I. I told her I was glad
for her, but I hadn't used up being born the first time. Nothing
stopped her. She was married to an acquaintance of mine, and I
couldn't turn her off. I left the plane with an ache in my head the
size of a grapefruit. I'm certain she led a life that was meaningful
to her and had just had five meaningful hours of it. But that didn't
mean she was living the good life. And for five hours neither was
I. Fight for what you believe in, they say. Serve a higher purpose
than yourself. This will give you fulfillment. It can also turn you
into the lady on the plane. Or even a terrorist. Terrorists may feel
more purpose in their lives than other people do, but that doesn't
mean terrorists are any better off; and neither are the rest of us.

If I was going looking for meaning, I didn't want meaning
that would betray other people, and I also didn't want it to betray
me. I wanted it to last. Billy Rose wrote a song a long time ago
that asked:

Does the spearmint lose its flavor on the bedpost overnight?

If you chew it in the morning, will it be too hard to bite?

That was me. I didn't want to wake up someday and find that
what had once given meaning to my life was as stale and tasteless
as yesterday's gob of gum.

For a while in my teens, I was sure I had it. It was about getting
to heaven. If heaven existed and lasted forever, then a mere
lifetime spent scrupulously following orders was a small investment
for an infinite payoff. One day, though, I realized I was no
longer a believer, and realizing that, I couldn't go back. Not that
I lost the urge to pray. Occasionally, even after I stopped believing,
I might send off a quick memo to the Master of the Universe,
usually on a matter needing urgent attention, like Oh, God, don't let
us crash. These were automatic expulsions of words, brief SOS
messages from the base of my brain. They were similar to the
short prayers that were admired by the church in my Catholic
boyhood, which they called "ejaculations." I always liked the idea
that you could shorten your time in purgatory with each ejaculation;
what boy wouldn't find that a comforting idea? But my effort
to keep the plane in the air by talking to God didn't mean I
suddenly was overcome with belief, only that I was scared.
Whether I'd wake up in heaven someday or not, whatever meaning
I found would have to occur first on this end of eternity.

When I was young, I noticed that the Greeks had asked what
the "Good Life" was, and their question stuck in my mind. As I
read more, I came across vastly different answers. There was
Thomas Aquinas, who seemed to think a good life would be rewarded
later; there was the ancient rabbi who said the reward of
a good life is a good life; and there was Ernest Hemingway, who
said if it feels good, it's good. There was a cacophony of opinion
about what the good life was and what it was good for. Still, the
question remained: We live. We die. What's in between? I had a feeling
the answer would come to me if I listened in on the things I'd
been telling myself. Not just in formal talks in front of crowds,
but also in those chance moments on a walk, or driving in a car
with a child, when the right words fell together and I said something
I didn't know I knew.

I picked up a pile of yellowed typewritten papers, moved over
to an easy chair, and started reading.

And as I turned the pages, the gates opened and the memories
flooded in.





Chapter 2

Lingering at the Door

I fell deeply in love with her. When we brought her home from
the hospital, I carried her up the narrow stairs to our second-floor
apartment as Arlene walked ahead of me, climbing slowly
against the pull of her stitches. We were in Ohio, where I was
making sixty dollars a week at the Cleveland Playhouse. With
local commercials, I could sometimes bring it up to eighty a week,
and we had four sunny rooms and a couch we'd bought for five
dollars at the Salvation Army that was comfortable, if lumpy, and
equipped with a set of fleas.

Very soon, our freshly born girl looked us in the eye and
smiled toothlessly. They said in those days that babies didn't
smile, that it was just gas. But we knew that in spite of science and
all of nature, she was smiling at us. It wasn't gas; it was love beyond
the limits of anatomy.

We called her Eve. For us, she was the first woman ever born.

During the day, while I was at rehearsal, Arlene would walk
down the empty streets of our neighborhood with Eve in her carriage,
partly to get some air but mainly in the hope that someone
would pass by and stop to look at our amazing baby. At night,
when I wasn't onstage, I would read Sholom Aleichem stories
aloud to Arlene while she cooked dinner and Eve slept in her crib.

As the soup simmered, Tevye delivered his milk and our girl
slept quietly until she woke and called for her late-night meal.
There was no doubt in that moment what our purpose in life was.
Arlene would make her own milk delivery, and then I would walk
barefoot on the midnight linoleum, our daughter slung over my
shoulder, urging up a burp. There was no question that she, with
her gummy smile, was all the reason we needed to be alive.

When she was six months old, we moved back to New York,
where I took part-time jobs while trying to find work on Broadway.
After three months as a doorman outside a ritzy restaurant
near Rockefeller Center, I auditioned for a part that consisted of
five lines of dialogue. I got the job and was completely thrilled. It
was my first Broadway show. I gave back my elaborate doorman's
costume and began a month of rehearsals, during which time I
must have said my five lines five hundred ways. herman Shumlin
was directing the show, a thin comedy called Only in America.
Shumlin was a tall man in his sixties, as thin as the play, but with
a sense of humor he had apparently picked up watching Gestapo
officers in war movies of the forties. Every time I read one of my
lines, he turned his bald head in my direction and looked as if he
were going to ask me for my papers. he never smiled. Instead, he
would hold his forehead and wince. After a few days, I realized
he was constantly in the middle of a migraine attack, and I could
see that the whole process of rehearsal was torture for him. It
wasn't all that great for anyone else, either.

In those days, plays went out of town to get the kinks out of a
show. Ours was composed almost entirely of kinks, so they had to
pick and choose which ones to drop. I was hoping they weren't
going to drop the five that made up my whole part. Arlene and I
packed up Eve and her carriage and got on the train for Philadelphia,
where we rented the cheapest room we could find. It
seemed to me that the show wouldn't run more than a week or
two when we got back to New York, so we wanted to save as much
cash as we could while we were on the road. We found a charming
hovel that was almost a replica of the rooms I had stayed in as
a child, traveling with my mother and father on the burlesque circuit.
The walls were covered with wooden slats painted a shade of
green that must have been a high point in the history of bile.

After a couple of days in this cheerful place, Arlene caught the
flu. She was unable to get out of bed and needed to sleep from
morning until night. We were rehearsing onstage for the first
time on the full set, and I had to be there, so I put Eve in her carriage
and took her to the theater. I kept her backstage, out of the
sight of Shumlin, who I felt pretty sure would see her and start
clutching at his head. But then I heard my cue coming up, and I
had to run onstage. I asked the other actors to watch Eve for me.
They were thrilled. Actors love babies. They're a perfect audience.
As I looked over my shoulder, I saw Eve in her carriage surrounded
by six actors cooing and making faces. She looked a little
bewildered.

I was playing a telephone lineman, and my part went like this:
I came onstage, said a line intended to make the audience laugh,
then climbed up a telephone pole, where I said two or three lines
whose main purpose was to call attention to the fact that the producer
had paid for a real telephone pole; then I hung there for
twenty minutes while the play went on before I climbed down,
said another funny line, and left. At this rehearsal, I got up to the
top of the pole and spent my time hoping Eve was all right in the
middle of the crush of actors. After only a minute or two, though,
a loud wail rose from behind the scenery. It spread across the
stage and hit the back wall. Then another wail. This one made it
all the way to the box office in the lobby. Everyone stood completely
still. Shumlin turned his bald head and looked up at me. I
tried to look apologetic.

"I imagine that would be your child," he said.

"Uh, yes. I'm sorry."

Then the unbelievable happened. A gentle smile spread over
Shumlin's face, possibly the first in his life. "Why don't you go
look after her? We'll work on something else."

I shimmied down the pole and ran to Eve. Her lower lip was
up, and the corners of her mouth were down. She reached out her
arms for me. I hugged her, and in a few minutes she was contented
again, but that scene came back to me many times as Eve
grew up. The actors had tried to entertain her, because entertaining
is what we do. But she hadn't needed entertainment, she'd
needed safety. Years later, I wondered if I had given in too many
times to that same actor's impulse. I'd certainly entertained my
children, probably to the point of being their playmate. Once,
when Eve was four, we were standing in the basement having one
of those endless arguments.

"You have to clean up this mess you made."

"No, I don't have to clean it up."

"Yes, you do."

"No, I don't."

"You do."

"I don't."

Finally, I called upstairs. "Arlene, will you come down here
and tell her I'm the boss?" It kind of took the authority out of the
exchange.

I had always been moved by Alan Jay Lerner's lyric from
Camelot's "How to Handle a Woman." The way to handle a
woman, he said, was to love her, simply love her. Love her. Love
her. It took me a while to figure out that that's probably the best
way to handle a child, too. But I really liked trying to teach them
and stimulate their minds.

From the time they were able to talk, I was always starting
dinner conversations with them about world events, but our
three girls only stared at me, thinking it was one of my actorish
riffs that just wasn't that amusing. If they waited long enough, I'd
change the channel. I was flummoxed. I wondered: How did the
Kennedys accomplish all the dinner conversations we always read
about? How did they get their children to talk?

When Eve was ready to graduate from college, I was asked to
speak at her commencement, and I said, yes, of course I'll talk. I
was more than touched. I would finally be able to talk about anything
I wanted and she'd have to listen.

But what would I talk about? As the day came closer, I sat and
wrote on the porch of our room on a Caribbean island, where I
was directing my first movie. I had all the worries of a first-time
director, plus a rainy season that had put us behind schedule. But
in every spare moment, I sat on the porch and tried to figure out
what I'd say. There was plenty going on in the world, if I'd wanted
to start another of my dinner conversations. The past ten years
had been hard to take. It was 1980, and there was already a frightening
amount of terrorism in the world. I recently looked it up
on the Internet. In those ten years, there had been over six thousand
terrorist events, bombings mostly, that had killed 3,500 people
and wounded 7,600. This was supposed to make the world a
better place. The Equal Rights Amendment was about to run out
its time limit. Eve knew I had worked hard for ten years trying to
help get it ratified and that I had traveled to state after state, lobbying
state legislators. Eve knew how much it had meant to Arlene
and me, and now, three states short of ratification, it was
becoming clear it would not become part of the Constitution.

I had plenty to talk about, but what I most wanted to say to
her were things that were hard to put into words. They were
things I'd wanted to say all along, but somehow they didn't come
out early on.

Eve graduated from college on a hot day in May. I walked out
onto the sun-washed green, dotted with white folding chairs and
people fanning themselves in the late spring heat. I knew I
wouldn't be able to tell Eve what I wanted her to hear by talking
to her as part of her whole class. She'd get lost in the crowd. So,
instead, I spoke directly to her. I called her by name and poured
out my heart and hoped that the other graduates would see that,
through her, I was talking to them, too.

Deep in our hearts we know that the best things said come last. People
will talk for hours, saying nothing much, and then linger at the door
with words that come with a rush from the heart. We're all gathered at a
doorway today. It's the end of something and the beginning of something
else.

We linger with our hand on the knob, searching for words, but the
best things said slip out unheralded and often preceded by the words Oh,
by the way. Patients can talk to their therapists for an hour, hardly
saying anything, but just as they're leaving, they'll turn at the door and
say, "Oh, by the way," and in one sentence reveal everything they've been
avoiding for fifty minutes. Doorways are where the truth is told.

As we stand in one today, these are my parting words to my
daughter Eve. They'll come in a rush, because there are so many things I
want to tell you, Eve. And the first one is: Don't be scared. my guess is
you're feeling a little uncertain today. That's okay; I'm uncertain, too.
You're an adult when the leaders of the world are behaving like children.
The tune of the day is the song of the terrorist: humane concerns
inhumanely expressed.

And you're facing this sooner than I thought you would. Suddenly,
you're a grown woman. The day before yesterday, you were a baby I was
afraid to hold because you seemed so fragile. Yesterday, you broke your
small eight-year-old arm. Only this morning, you were a teenager.

As we get older, the only thing that speeds up is time. But as much
as time is a thief, it also leaves something in exchange. With time comes
experience—and however uncertain you may be about the rest of the
world, you have the chance to keep getting better at the things you
work at.

And that's something else I want to tell you as we stand in this
doorway today. Love your work. If you always put your heart into
everything you do, you can't lose. Whether or not you wind up making a
lot of money, you will have had a wonderful time, and no one will ever
be able to take that away from you.

I want to squeeze things great and small into this lingering goodbye.
I want to tell you to keep laughing. I used to be afraid that writing
and acting in comedies might be a frivolous occupation, but when I
think of all the good that laughing does people, I get the feeling that
making people laugh can be noble work. You have a wonderful laugh.
You gurgle when you laugh. Keep gurgling. There are people who think
that the only thing that separates humans from the rest of the animals is
their ability to laugh. I'm not so sure anything separates us from the rest
of the animals except our extreme egotism that leads us to think that
they're the animals and we're not. But I notice that when people are
laughing, they're generally not killing one another. So keep laughing, and
if you can, get other people to join you in laughter.

I have this helpless urge to pass on maxims to you. But we live in
new times. Strange times. Even the Golden Rule doesn't seem adequate
to pass on to a daughter. There should be something added to it. You
know how I love amendments. You knew I wanted to amend the
Constitution, but you probably didn't know I wanted to amend the
Golden Rule as well. here's my Golden Rule for a tarnished age: Be fair
with others; then keep after them until they're fair with you.

It's a complex world. I hope you'll learn to make distinctions. You
know how much I love logic. I always felt that the most important parts
of my education were learning to reason and to use language. That's why
when you were a very little girl I started trying to give you lessons in
logic. I smile when I think that to this day, you can still remember what
I taught you as a child—the first rule of logic: A thing cannot both be
and not be at the same time and in the same respect. (In your head,
you're saying that along with me right now, aren't you?) I hope you'll
always make distinctions. A peach is not its fuzz, a toad is not its warts,
a person is not his or her crankiness. If we can make distinctions, we can
be tolerant, and we can get to the heart of our problems instead of
wrestling endlessly with their gross exteriors. And once you make a habit
of making distinctions, you'll begin challenging your own assumptions.
Your assumptions are your windows on the world. Scrub them off every
once in a while or the light won't come in. If you challenge your own,
you won't be so quick to accept the unchallenged assumptions of others.
You'll be a lot less likely to be caught up in bias or prejudice or be
influenced by people who ask you to hand over your brains, your soul, or
your money because they have everything all figured out for you.

I want you to be as smart as you can, but remember: It's always
better to be wise than to be smart. And don't be upset that it takes a long,
long time to find wisdom, because nobody knows where wisdom can be
found. It tends to break out at unexpected times, like a rare virus to
which mostly people with compassion and understanding are susceptible.

The door is inching a little closer toward the latch, and I still haven't
said it. You'll be gone, and I won't have found the words. Let me dig a
little deeper.

Let me go back to when I was in college. There were ideas that had
power for me then—maybe they will for you now. I'd almost forgotten
how much one of those ideas meant to me—how much I wrote about it
and thought about it. It was the essence of a philosophy that was very
popular at the time, and it's one of the most helpful and cheerful ideas
I've ever heard.

It's this: Life is absurd and meaningless and full of nothingness.
Possibly this doesn't strike you as helpful and cheerful, but I think it is—
because it's honest and because it goads you on.

I had a teacher in those days who saw me with a book by Jean-Paul
Sartre under my arm, and he said, "Be careful. If you read too much of
that, you'll start walking around dressed in black, looking wan, doing
nothing for the rest of your life." Well, I did read the book, and as it
turned out, I'm tanned and lovely, I'm rich and productive, and I'm
happy like nobody's business.

Maybe it was my natural optimism at work, but what I saw and
warmed to in the existentialist's writings was that life is meaningless
unless you bring meaning to it; it's up to us to create our own existence.
Unless you do something, unless you make something, it's as though
you aren't there. Existentialism was supposed to be the philosophy of
despair. But not to me. To me, it was the essence of hope—because it
touched the cold, hard stone at rock bottom and saw it as a way to push
off it and bounce back up again.

Back when I was reading the existentialists, we heard the news that
God was dead, but now Sartre is dead, too, and so is Camus—and, in a
way, so is the optimism at the heart of their pessimism. The distressing
reality is that twenty-five years ago when I was in college, we all talked
about nothingness but moved into a world of effort and endeavor. And
now no one much talks about nothingness, but the world itself, the one
you will move into, is filled with it. If you want, there's plenty you can do
to turn that nothing into something. You can dig into the world and
push it into better shape.

For one thing, you can clean the air and water. Some people have
said that lead poisoning was a major cause of the fall of the Roman
Empire, because the ruling class had their food cooked in expensive pots
that were lined with lead. They didn't know any better, but we don't have
that excuse. now, almost two thousand years later, we've hit upon the
incredibly clever idea of getting rid of our industrial waste by putting it
into our food. not directly, of course; that would be too expensive. First
they put it in the ground—then it goes into the water, and the next thing
you know, you're eating a sludgeburger. If you want, you can do
something about that.

Or you can try to make the justice system work. You can bring the
day a little closer when the rich and privileged have to live by the same
standards as the poor and the outcast.

Or you can try to keep the tiger of war away from our gates for a
while longer. You can do what you can to keep old men from sending
children away to die. They're tuning up for the song of war again.
They're making preparations and trial excursions. They're tickling our
anger. They're asking us if we're ready to pour the cream of our youth
out onto the ground, where it will seep into the earth and disappear
forever. You can tell them we're not. The time to stop the next war is
now—before it starts.

If you want to take absurdity by the neck and shake it till its brains
rattle, you can try to find out how it is that people can see one another as
less than human. how can people be capable of both nurture and
torture? How we can worry and fret about a little girl caught in a mine
shaft, spending days and nights getting her out, but then burn a village to
the ground and destroy all its people without blinking? If you're
interested, you can question that, too, and you can try to find out why
people all over the world, of every country, of every class, of every
religion, have at one time or another found it so easy to use other people
like farm animals, to make them suffer, and to just plain do away with
them.

And while you're at it, there's something else you can do. You can
pass on the torch that's been carried from Seneca Falls. Remember that
every right you have as a woman was won for you by women fighting
hard. Everything else you have is a privilege, not a right. A privilege is
given and taken away at the pleasure of those in power. There are little
girls being born right now who may not have the same rights you do
when they grow up unless you do something to maintain and extend the
range of equality for women. The soup of civilized life is a nourishing
stew, but it doesn't keep stocked on its own. Put something back in the
pot as you leave for the people in line behind you.

There are, of course, hundreds of things you can work on, and
they're all fairly impossible to achieve, so there's plenty to keep you busy
for the rest of your life. I can't promise you this will ever completely
reduce that sense of absurdity, but it may get it down to a manageable
level. It will allow you once in a while to take a glorious vacation from
nothingness and bask in the feeling that all in all, things do seem to be
moving forward.

I want you to be potent; to do good when you can and to hold your
wit and your intelligence like a shield against other people's wantonness.
I want you to be strong and aggressive and tough and resilient and full of
feeling.

I want you to have chutzpah.

Nothing important was ever accomplished without chutzpah.
Columbus had chutzpah. The signers of the Declaration of
Independence had chutzpah. Do you wonder if you're strong enough?
Sure you are. Get a little perspective. Look up at the stars swirling in the
heavens and see how tiny and puny they look. They're gigantic
explosions, but from where we are, they're just these insignificant little
dots. If you step back from things far enough, you realize how important
and powerful you are. Be bold. Let the strength of your desire give force
and moment to your every step. They may laugh at you if you don't
discover India. Let them laugh. India's already there. You'll come back
with a brand-new America. move with all of yourself. When you
embark for strange places, don't leave any of yourself safely on shore.
Have the nerve to go into unexplored territory. Be brave enough to live
life creatively. The creative is the place where no one else has ever been.
It is not the previously known. You have to leave the city of your
comfort and go into the wilderness of your intuition. You can't get there
by bus, only by hard work and risk and by not quite knowing what you're
doing, but what you'll discover will be wonderful. What you'll discover
will be yourself.

Those are my parting words as today's door closes softly between us.
There will be other partings and other last words in our lives, so if
today's lingering at the threshold didn't quite speak the unspeakable,
maybe the next one will.

I'll let you go now.

So long, be happy.

Oh, by the way, I love you.

They awarded me a Connecticut College chair that day. An
actual chair. I kept it by the front door for years to remind me of
the afternoon I'd been able to open my heart to our first child.
But as the years went on and I passed the chair in my comings
and goings, I noticed that almost every problem I'd mentioned to
her that day, almost everything I'd said she could work on fixing,
had got worse. As our lives went on, the hopes I had for her grew
even higher, but everything I'd mentioned about the world had
sunk below sea level.

Eve went on to become a social worker, and she ran for office
in her town and won. She did dig into the world; and if she
couldn't make it better, it wasn't for lack of trying. But now for
her, as it has been for me, there will be one sure way of finding
purpose in her life. Now she has children.

And now I see, and so does she, that our job is not to shape
them and badger them, but to love them.

Simply love them.

Love them.

Love them.
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