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A Simple Plan:
Oh What a Tangled Web We Have
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AMPERSAND (&)
What is an ampersand? Most people

would probably be unable to answer
this question in a game of trivia, yet
each one of us sees or uses its written
symbol, “&,” almost every day. The
word ampersand simply means “and,”
but how it acquired such an intriguing
name is an intriguing story in itself.

The little time-saver, “&,” was in-
vented by an ancient Roman named
Tiro, who used it as part of an early
shorthand system. It represented the
Latin word et which means “and,” and
in the later Italian version Et, which is
simply the Latin word et again. Fur-
thermore, it can still be found in older
books as Etc. which is the abbrevia-
tion for the Latin et cetera, and mean-
ing “and the rest.”

How did this little abbreviation get
such a fancy nickname? This bit of
esoteric trivium (insignificant matter
understood by just a few) is the prod-
uct of generations of alphabet-chant-
ing English school children.

At one time, it seems, “&” was placed
at the end of the alphabet. To differentiate
it from the main body of letters, the Latin
words per se, meaning “and in by itself,”
were inserted between the last letter “z”
and the symbol “&.” In their frequent
repetitions of the alphabet, therefore, the
students followed “z” with and per se and.

The amalgamation of these four
words created the condensed version
ampersand, a new word to describe this
very old and useful little symbol.
Thasaltheriz (that is all there is) folks.

3 popcorns
If an airplane crashes in the snowy

woods and no one sees you help yourself
to its cargo of $4.4 million in presum-
ably ill-gotten gains, is it stealing?

Think you’d just give it back? But
what if you are with your doltish brother
and his drunken pal, and they insist on
keeping the booty? They’re going to
take it anyway. You might as well get
your share, no?

Such is the tragic dilemma that vexes
Hank Mitchell (Bill Paxton) in A Simple
Plan, director Sam Raimi’s neo-Fargo
morality saga set in the starkly shivering
plains of the northernmost Midwest.

Hank’s slowwitted brother, Jacob (su-
perbly realized by Billy Bob Thornton),
and his distasteful best friend, Lew
(Brent Briscoe), immediately decide that
the dead pilot was ferrying drug money
when his private plane went down. It’s
really no one’s money, or so their argu-
ment goes.

Hank, whose wife, Sarah (Bridget
Fonda), is pregnant with their first child,
demurs at first. But it doesn’t take too
much to convince him that one-third of
the loot would go a long way to ease his
pending financial burdens.

His mind racing for a plan, the way it
will several more times before the film
is over — each time a turn of events
forces him to rethink and thus compro-
mise his ethical structure — Hank fi-
nally agrees to filch the cash, but with
one big caveat.

He alone will keep the plunder until
spring; by then they should know if
anyone is looking for it. Then they’ll
split it up. It is a simple plan. What harm
can come of it? Although besotted Lew
and simpleton Jacob have long reduced
the matter to a case of finders keepers-
losers weepers, they begrudgingly ac-
cept the wisdom of their only employed
member (Hank works in a feed store) as
a matter of expedience.

With this scenario in place, the phrase,
one thing leads to another, has rarely
been more ominously appropriate. The
nightmare unfolds before your very eyes.

There is a fourth conspirator, a silent
partner so to speak. It is Sarah, the film’s
most enigmatic character, portrayed with
novel mystery by Bridget Fonda.

Although both married men (lonely,
cretinous Jacob, who reminds of Lenny
in Of Mice and Men, is sadly single)
promised not to let the wives in on the
find just yet, Hank barely has his coat off
when he begins posing what-ifs to Sarah
about finding a huge sum of money.

In a family way, the serene picture of
middle class values, she immediately
notes that any such suspicious fortune
would, of course, have no place in their
lives.

But Sarah has an uncanny intuition.
As soon as she realizes that hubby really
isn’t hypothesizing, she turns on a dime.
Her demeanor changes as abruptly as
cascading Venetian blinds darken a
room. Bring $50,000 back to the plane,
she urges. Nobody would leave that
much behind; they’ll think that’s all
there was. Pretty smart, huh?

Wifey’s about-face both frightens and
bemuses. One speculates how far be-
neath the surface of our personalities
such sinister contingency plans lurk in
remission. In any case, Sarah’s instiga-
tion will prove divisive to the partners in
crime. A dangerous paranoia soon sets
in among the troika.

The title of writer Scott B. Smith’s
screenplay, which he adapted from his
novel, invokes a poetic irony which ech-
oes throughout the film. It is his mordant
contention, ably interpreted with pa-
nache by filmmaker Raimi, that there
can be nothing simple about keeping
$4.4 million that is not yours.

Told to the icy backdrop of a dispirit-
ing landscape, the chilling fable is never
preachy. Curiously, it ventures no spiri-
tual explanation per se for the insane set
of violent events that follows.

Rather, director Raimi leaves it to the
viewer to speculate why such strong
forces of adversity attach themselves so
firmly to the culprits. Surely the hapless

trio has been cursed with a Hitchcockian
comeuppance.

Maybe it’s Mother Nature reacting,
her order violated by their massive syn-
ergy of chutzpah and stupidity. Or per-
haps they have been sabotaged by their
own guilt, subconsciously causing them
bad luck at every turn. It’s certainly
something to ponder, along with all the
haunting questions of morality the movie
so engagingly posits.

At some junctures, the chain reaction
quagmire that Hank and crew unwit-
tingly unleash upon themselves will have
your mouth agape.

This black comedy of errors is tough
and somber psychology, relieved only
on occasion by the sheer idiocy of its
characters’ self-imposed hell. Like
dreaming about winning the lottery, you
can’t help but speculate if you’d keep
the money.

Certainly, Hank’s example would cau-
tion against it. His fall from grace, made
credible by his everyman persona, is an
astounding degeneration to behold.

A snowbound variation on Treasure
of the Sierra Madre, director Raimi’s
beautifully acted movie proves that,
when it comes to riches, even A Simple
Plan can make for some very perplexing
behavior.

*  *  *  *  *
A Simple Plan, rated R, is a Para-

mount Pictures release directed by Sam
Raimi and stars Bill Paxton, Billy Bob
Thornton and Bridget Fonda. Running
time: 120 minutes.

HUNG UP!!HUNG UP!!HUNG UP!!HUNG UP!!HUNG UP!!

By Milt Faith, Executive Director
Youth and Family Counseling Service

A parent writes:
At a recent Parenting Skills Workshop

you spoke about the real meaning of
parenthood. You referred to a poem which
cuts through the supposed “important”
values in life and highlights the one real
value. Could you print it, please?

Answer:
My Pleasure. The author is anony-

mous. The poem is:
Fifty years from now
It will not matter what kind of car you

drove,
What kind of house you lived in,
How much you had in your bank ac-

count,
Nor what your clothes looked like.
But the world will be
A little better because
You were important
In the life of a child.
A frustrated mother writes:
I have to resolve a difficult situation.

My husband passed away last year (can-
cer). I have an eight year old son who
sorely misses his dad. I have begun to date
and I met a man who gets along with my
son; they really like each other. “Ben” is
nice and I know he would try to make me
happy. I do not love him but I do not know
if I’ll ever meet someone I will love. I am
tempted to marry Ben so that my son will
have a good father. Is this so wrong?

Answer:
Please do not decide to marry Ben until

you speak to a professional counselor.
Marrying for the welfare of a child, when
you do not love the individual, is not in
anyone’s best interest. You have to be
happy with the person you live with, or
marry. A happy loving adult relationship
enables the child to experience a healthy
family environment. I would hope that
you ultimately could meet someone with
whom you feel comfortable and whom
you would love. Of course, our hope would
be that the gentleman would have a close
relationship with your son. Sometimes it
comes naturally; sometimes it’s a pro-
cess; other times we have to work at it. If,
in your heart, you feel you do not love Ben,
(after you’ve been seeing him a while), I

would continue my quest to date others.
Let me know how things work out.

A distraught daughter writes:
By the time you get this letter, I will

have left my parents’ home and gone to
Florida where my aunt lives — with the
hope of starting a new life. I could no
longer stay there.

Spending the recent holiday (Thanks-
giving) and anxiously anticipating Christ-
mas and New Year’s was too much. My
parents and I have always fought, they
preferred my brother “the doctor”; they
sent me to a college with lesser prestige
than my brother (Cornell); they always
criticized my weight problem.

I have always felt inferior and depressed,
and never excelled in my profession as a
teacher, probably because I couldn’t control
the children and feared the principal. I packed
up and moved out, hoping that a strange of
state and relatives would perk me up. Some
“friends” said I should stay and assert my-
self with my parents, demanding my share
of their love. Do you agree?

Answer:
I am sorry to read of your sorrow. Your

family seems emotionally abusive, in-
sensitive and unable to offer you the love
and nurturing that a child of any age
needs. Preferring your brother, criticiz-
ing your weight, are further rejecting
attitudes. I do agree that it is (overdue)
that you left their home.

It would be wonderful if you could live
in an accepting, nurturing environment —
with your aunt. But do not make the
fundamental mistake that a change in
environment will automatically resolve
the problems. You need to see a therapist
and focus on the issues of poor self-image,
feelings of inadequacy, difficulties in feel-
ing that you are a competent authority
(being a teacher) and relating comfortably
to authority figures (the principal) and,
probably, insecurities in relationships.

Let the geographical change be first;
however, let therapy, which will (hope-
fully) enable you to deal with yourself and
life, start as soon as possible. Good luck!
(Now how are you going to continue to
read my column if you’re out of state?)!

New Year Brings Its Own ‘Resolutions’
By Mayors to Continue Progress of ’98

Now that the new year has come, it is time for our
local governments to reconvene with their new mem-
bers and begin doing the work they were elected to do.
While the national scene is centered around the best
course of action regarding the impeachment trial of
President Bill Clinton, open space and parking prob-
lems are, of course, at the municipal level in our
backyards.

As is the custom each year, our local Mayors put
forward their own resolutions for what they want to
see accomplished by their respective governing bod-
ies.

During his inaugural speech on New Year’s Day,
Westfield Mayor Thomas C. Jardim said developing
plans to build and finance the construction of a
parking deck tops his agenda for the Town Council
this year. The council has hired a consultant (paid for
through a grant from Union County) to do a study for
a mixed-use facility which would likely include a
parking deck. Over a half million dollars is included
in the proposed 1999 municipal budget for paving the
municipal lots in the downtown, along with combin-
ing the Elm and Prospect Street lots, which will create
more spaces. New directional parking signs will also
be installed throughout the downtown.

In Scotch Plains, where a new era has begun with
the new Democratic majority on the Township Coun-
cil, Mayor Geri Samuel has indicated she wants to
work for a bipartisan solution regarding the future
of the Scotch Plains Zoo property. Under the former
Republican majority, the Township Council had
moved to buy the property and turn it into a park.
According to the proposal put forth by the council
last year, the land would be purchased, in part,
through a matching grant under Union County’s
1998 Project Pocket Park Program. A decision on
the value of the property is expected soon from an
independent commission. The new Mayor also wants
to see more recreational programs for children.

One thing that is likely to pop up in both towns is
a discussion on the length of the terms of elected
officials. While Scotch Plains Democrats favor hav-

ing an elected Mayor who would serve a four-year
term, rather than the Mayor being appointed annually
from among council members, Westfield Democrats
favor extending terms of the Mayor and council
members from two years to four years.

Meanwhile, in Fanwood, Mayor Maryanne S.
Connelly said during the governing body’s reorgani-
zation meeting New Year’s Day that borough offi-
cials hope to receive a favorable response to their
request for more than $500,000 in state aid for the
community’s overall downtown redevelopment plan.
Also, the Mayor is looking to expand the borough’s
cultural arts program this year, including making
greater use of the Carriage House, which will soon be
renamed in honor of the late Patricia M. Kuran, the
borough’s first woman mayor.

Also, progress is expected to move forward with
the anticipated development of the former Dean Oil
site in Fanwood, where apartments have been pro-
posed. We also hope to see construction begin this
year on the former Excellent Diner lot in Westfield,
where a brick building with retail on the bottom floor
has been approved.

These are just a few of the many objectives our
elected officials will look to accomplish in the new
year. The councils will soon begin to look at their
budgets, where more emphasis will be directed to-
ward keeping the rate of tax increases down. Also,
governing body members will continue to focus on
capital improvements — everything from street and
parks improvements to the overall development of
our shopping districts.

We encourage our elected officials to work to-
gether, Republican and Democrat alike, for the bet-
terment of the communities they serve. After all, by
taking into consideration suggestions from the other
side of the political aisle, a final plan — whether it is
for a park in Scotch Plains, a cultural center in
Fanwood or which roads to apply for as per the state
Transportation Trust Fund grant program — should
be made based on input from the entire governing
body.

Sponsors, Volunteers
Thanked For Efforts
During First Night

On behalf of the Organizing Com-
mittee, Happy New Year and thank
you to all of the sponsors and volun-
teers for First Night Westfield ’99.
The evening was warmer, a trolley
and bus were provided for transporta-
tion, and the atmosphere was warm
and festive.

This year was definitely the best
thanks to all of you. Thank you to the
Westfield “Y,” the Westfield Founda-
tion and the Town of Westfield for
continuing to be the premier sponsors
and for supporting First Night
Westfield.

Thank you to the PNC Bank who
sponsored the circus and to all of the
businesses, individuals and site spon-
sors. Your contributions make this event
the success that it is.

And, thank you to all of the volun-
teers. You helped commandeer al-
most 5,000 participants. Special
thanks go to Barbara Karp and Arlene
Bertrand who spend a tremendous
amount of time screening all of the
artists and scheduling the perform-
ers. Without you, this event would
not be possible.

We are in the process of organizing
First Night Westfield 2000. If you are
interested in volunteering your time and
skills throughout the year, please call
(908) 518-2983 and leave a message in
Box No. 2.

Julia Black
First Night Westfield

Congressman Franks’ Actions Inspire
Resident to Never Vote Republican

Dr. Ferdinand Gajewski’s pledge to
“never, ever again vote Republican” (let-
ter published in December 24 issue)
reminded me of my own feelings when,
in the early 1970s, I concluded that the
Democratic Party had taken an irretriev-
able and tragic turn toward kneejerk
liberalism.

I took a similar pledge never to vote
for any Democratic candidate again. Of
course, the Democratic Party’s success-
ful efforts over the ensuing decade to
abandon its trajectory to the fringes of
the political left and to return to a cen-
trist posture have aptly proven the ulti-
mate futility of “never, ever” political
pledges.

On the other hand, I can confidently
state that it will be a frigid day in hell
before I ever cast another vote for
Congressman Bob Franks. His uncon-

scionable and partisan decision to vote
for three articles of impeachment
clearly demonstrates his lack of moral
fitness to ever again hold any public
office.

Like so many of his Republican co-
horts, Congressman Franks apparently
believes that the electoral process may
be cavalierly disregarded and over-
turned when his party is repudiated by
voters. This type of thinking, while
often to be expected of repulsive radi-
cals like Senator Trent Lott and his ilk,
is more appropriate to banana republic
dictatorships than to the elected mem-
bers of one of the two principal legisla-
tive bodies of the United States of
America.

In their unpatriotic efforts to impose
their will upon our nation by deposing an
elected President, Congressman Franks
and the others who voted for impeach-
ment have lost sight of the fact that the
Constitution was not drafted and ratified
to confer a political weapon upon any
party or group.

Rather, impeachment is a remedy
of extreme and last resort which is
reserved for situations in which, for
example, a President’s acts are so
egregious as to seriously compro-
mise our democracy or national se-
curity.

Without denigrating the seriousness
of the President’s acts, few Americans
have honestly reached the conclusion
that lying to cover up a sleazy affair even
begins to approach this standard.

There were a few Republicans whose
consciences, respect for their constitu-
ents and reverence for the Constitution,
led them to transcend the moral miasma
of partisan politics by declining to join
the cabal against our democracy. His-
tory (and future electoral results) will
prove that they were right. Unfortu-
nately, Congressman Franks was not
among them.

It has been speculated in the press that
Congressman Franks has set his sights
upon higher political offices. I trust that
voters will vividly recall his demonstrated
contempt for the Constitution and his
constituents when they are next called
upon to make electoral choices.

Almost two months ago, I voted for
Mr. Franks in his reelection bid. Among
other reasons, I did so because I was
lulled by his “moderate Republican”
image. I was wrong. He is not a moderate
Republican at all. Sadly, he is just a
Republican.

Robert J. Ratner
Westfield

First Night Celebration
Praised by Resident

Give Someone ‘The Gift of Life’
By Donating Blood This Month

I hope everyone is having a joyous
holiday season. It is a time of year when
we exchange gifts with friends and rela-
tives. We sometimes forget that we are
all God’s children, one big extended
family, and are here to share with and
assist each other in time of need.

When you receive mail from an orga-
nization such as UNICEF pleading for

help for children in countries where
storms or civil wars have destroyed their
flimsy shelters and killed their parents,
leaving them both homeless and or-
phaned, do you send a contribution? Or if
the appeal is from a group seeking to feed
the destitute, can they count on you?

Do you volunteer to help at kitchens where
the hungry are fed? Do you spend time as a
volunteer at hospitals or nursing homes? Or
do you and your children spend any time
befriending and helping handicapped or seri-
ously ill children and their parents?

We are all basically good people but
we sometimes forget that the less fortu-
nate need our help.

Did you know that January is “National
Volunteer Blood Donor Month?” Due to
holiday diversions blood banks go bone
dry. If you are able to, there has never been
a more urgent time for you to become a
heroic savior by giving “The Gift of Life.”

People with life threatening conditions
urgently requiring blood include: those await-
ing surgery, cancer patients, accident vic-
tims, and those suffering from blood disor-
ders requiring frequent transfusions, such
as hemophiliacs. Can they count on you?

Many people make their first donation
when a relative or friend needs blood but
are never heard from again. I know of no
more satisfying feeling than the elation I
experience each time I donate. You can
savor that real holiday spirit also. Can
they count on you?

For information about donating this
precious “Gift of Life,” please call (800)
256-6365 (Blood Center of New Jersey),
(888) BLOOD88 (NJ Hospital Associa-
tion), (908) 353-2500 (American Red
Cross), (732) 220-7070 or 7000 (NJ Blood
Services) or your local hospital.

Maurice Fenichel
Fanwood

Hats off to the town of Westfield for
arranging this year’s special First Night
celebration.

Although my family was only able to
“squeeze in” six different performers (of
the 40 or more that appeared throughout
the town), the ones we did get to see were
all top quality professionals.

As I looked over the schedule of events,
performers, and locations to best plan
our evening’s itinerary, it dawned on me
that someone had to contact, book, and
schedule each and every one of the acts,
being sure to provide entertainment for
all ages and musical tastes (we heard folk
music as well as hard metal).

Although all the locations used were
well within walking distance, the buses
used to shuttle people from sight to sight
made things a little easier as the night
went on.

Even the midnight dropping of the ball and
the singing of “Old Lang Syne” at the Armory
provided a nice little touch, having our com-
munity ringing in the new year together.

We had a terrific time. Westfieldians
should be proud of the fact that this
wonderful event is available to us.

Dr. and Mrs. Steve Gross
Westfield
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Tips Offered to Help People
Improve Their Finances

Rutgers Cooperative Extension has
urged area residents to try saving $2,000
by the end of the year 2,000, or to reduce
their debt by that much, as one of their
New Year’s resolutions.

According to the Facts on Saving and In-
vesting Campaign, “financial fitness” is easier
than people may think, especially with money-
saving tips from the Cooperative Extension
System’s Money 2000TM initiative.

Since it was launched by Rutgers Co-
operative Extension in 1996, Money
2000TM has helped more than 7,000
people in 30 states increase their net
worth by more than $3 million, accord-
ing to Rutgers Cooperative Extension
spokeswoman Dr. Karen Ensle.

The initiative is coordinated by the
United States Department of
Agriculture’s Cooperative State Re-
search, Education, and Extension Ser-
vice (CSREES) and its affiliated Coop-
erative Extension offices in every state.

The following are a few more specific
resolutions from Money 2000TM:

• Pay Yourself First. Ask your em-
ployer to deposit money directly from
your paycheck into a savings account or
a tax-deferred retirement plan such as a
401(k). It’s always easier to save money
before it goes in your pocket.

• Reduce Your Spending. Skipping
that doughnut and coffee on the way to
work can add up to hundreds of dollars.
It can also help with weight loss.

• Save Spare Change. Every night,
put a dollar bill and the loose change in
your pocket into a can or jar. In a year,
you could save more than $500.

• Deal with Debt. Find a low-interest
credit card and transfer your current bal-
ances. You could save more than $200,
which you can use to pay down your debt.
Easier still — call the creditors whose card
you’re using now and ask for a lower rate.
You’ll be surprised how often they say yes.

• Plan to Save. Research shows that

people who set savings goals, on aver-
age, save twice as much money as those
without a financial plan.

CSREES is a member of the Facts on
Saving and Investing Campaign, a na-
tional coalition of government agencies,
consumer organizations, and business
groups dedicated to helping Americans
save and invest wisely.

Money 2000TM was created to help
families who are living paycheck-to-pay-
check and struggling with low savings or
high household debt.

“It’s like a weight management pro-
gram for your money,” said Dr. Barbara
O’Neill, Co-Director of the original
Money 2000TM program at Rutgers
Cooperative Extension in New Jersey.

“Participants set personal financial
goals and periodically ‘weigh in’ with
local project directors who provide per-
sonal finance information and help them
stay on track,” she added.

There is no cost to enroll in Money
2000TM in New Jersey. State residents
may enroll by contacting their local
Rutgers Cooperative Extension office
listed in the “county government” sec-
tion of the telephone book.

Additional information is available from
the Internet web site at www.rce.rutgers.edu/
programs/money 2000.

This Money 2000 message is spon-
sored by Rutgers Cooperative Extension.
Money 2000 is a program designed to
increase the financial well-being of New
Jersey residents through increased sav-
ings and reduced household debt.

For further information about Money 2000
and other educational programs, please call
Dr. Ensle at Rutgers Cooperative Extension
of Union County at (908) 654-9854.

Rutgers Cooperative Extension pro-
vides information and educational ser-
vices to all people without regard to sex,
race, color, national origin, disability or
handicap, or age.

Couple Must be Good Match
For Successful Family Life


