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Insincerely Yours

Tired of being thanked “for your patience” and told to “have a nice day™>
Perhaps it's time for a refresher on speaking from the heart. By John Sedgwick

When my Internet service went down the other day, I knew
the drill. Call customer service; be put on endless hold while
a recorded voice repeatedly apologizes “for any inconve-
nience”’; grind teeth. That’s the cost of living in the modern
world, I figured. For me, the profound distress came later,
when a human being finally did come on the line—and of-
fered generic apologies in the same robotic tones of auto-
mated sorrow that I'd gotten from the machine.

It was the impersonality of the exchange that was so gall-
ing. The woman on the phone wasn’t apologizing to me. She
was merely apologizing. Indeed, she kept shifting to the first
person plural, that grand, anonymous “we,” instead of the more
authentic “I.” And her words were pure cardboard. She didn’t
say anything human like “I know that can be a pain” or “It
happened again? I'm so sorry!” No, she stayed relentlessly on
message, like some mindless pol in front of a TelePrompTer.

It’s not just my Internet service that specializes in canned
speech. Key words and phrases have grown invisible quote
marks around them that render them inoperative. People aren’t
sorry; they are “sorry,” which is to say they are not sorry at all.
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“Have a nice day” now means something closer to “Go jump
in a lake.” “Thank you for your patience” is particularly emp-
ty, since, at the point we hear it, our patience is already gone.

Then again, many of these phrases are meaningless to start
with. Take that “any inconvenience.” The “any” is so all-inclu-
sive, the “inconvenience” so trivializing, that the saying does
nothing except dismiss my individual, unique suffering.

This phenomenon must be contagious, because so many
of our everyday utterances have all the flavor, bite and food
content of tofu. We don’t have surgery; we undergo a “proce-
dure.” No jams for us; we experience a “situation.” We don’t
have complaints, but “issues.” Sins are out; wicked behavior is
merely “inappropriate.” Only postal workers are ever ticked
off, venomous, ready to kill; everyone else has “concerns.”
Mild concerns, really, as there is no other type.

Emotionally, we seem to live in a wee world, where experi-
ences come in one size only—small. It’s like on airplanes:
when pilots casually note “a little bumpiness,” it really means
that your 747 is being slammed by hurricane-force winds that
have dropped it 14000 feet. We have all endured the “slight de-
lay” that leaves us baking on the tarmac
for hours or been treated to the “bit of
a snack,” which is actually just that.

But this miniaturization comes in a
more insidious form too, one in which
tiny emotions are wildly exaggerated to
look like big ones. It’s not just the
movie critics burbling about how they
“love!” some big-budget spectacular
flopperoo. They find it “amazing,” “in-
credible” or (if they’re Brits) “absolutely
brilliant.” Everybody “loves!” every-
thing nowadays. Which is to say they
experienced mild relief that the subject
in question was not quite as dull as
they’d feared. Unless, of course, they
“hated!” it, in which case, sadly, it was.

The plain truth, honestly expressed,
is powerful stuff, and I'm not suggesting
we can take too much of it. Terminal
cancer, religion, an accurate description
of what one person genuinely feels for
another—all of these topics require




Hidden leadership qualities
rarely stay that way at
St. Catherine’s. Here your
daughter will find herself
surrounded by opportuni-
ties to lead. Accepting the
challenge will give her a

Ay, sense of self-assurance
2 that will more than
\S_ carry overinto
2

Catherine’s,» A
 daughter g

» g her academi
| S[Udy 4 nes g onic
D VingINyA she leaves

St. Catherine’s, she'll
be confident, poised
and headed to one of the
best colleges in the coun-
try. Call 804-288-2804 or
1-800-648-4982; or visit us
at wwwi.st.catherines.org
or at 6001 Grove Avenue,
Richmond, Virginia 23226.
We'll teach your daughter
about leadership in more
ways than one.

Boarding 9-12
St Cathenne's School wekomes qualified students with-
out regard to race. color, and national or ethaic origin.

It makes radio sound “simply amazing.
Imagine what it can do for your CDs.

The acclaimed Bose* Wave' radio/CD. When the Bose Wave' radio was introduced it woke up
an entire industry, delivering breakthrough sound the critics at Radio World called “simply amazing."

How could we top that? The answer: combine the Wave* radio’s revolutionary For Free Shipping, |
acoustic waveguide speaker technology with a CD player, all while adding JRG R ik aEid s}

only % inch to the radio's size. The result is a countertop marvel that brings out the full clarity
and richness of your CDs, and you can still tune in great radio. Buy direct from Bose, the
most respected name in sound. Our installment payment plan lets you make 12 low interest-free
monthly payments. Your satisfaction is guaranteed. In fact, we believe once you hear the simply
amazing sound, parting with it will seem unimaginable.

Call 1-800-539-2073, ext. T7478.

For information on all our products: www.bose.com/t7478

Please specify your color choice when ordering. Wave® radio/CD: [J Platinum White or [J Graphite Gray

Wave* radio: Platinum White or Graphite Gray
Mr./Mrs./Ms. { ) ( )
Name (Please Print) Daytime Telephone Evening Telephone
Address
. _MOSE"
City State Zip Better sound through researchs

8, The Mountain, Framingham, MA 01701-9168

€ 1S also a regstered trademark of Bose Corporation.
other offer or applied to previous purchases.

otice. Quote: Frank Beacham, Radio World, 12/8/93.

156

SOCIAL GRACES

delicate handling, no question. There
is nothing worse in a social situation
than calling a spade a spade. Or, I might
add, more memorable. One time when
Winston Churchill had had a few too
many, an elderly constituent upbraided
him: “Why, Mr. Prime Minister, you're
drunk!” “Yes, madam,” came the unfor-
gettable retort, “and you are ugly. But
I will be sober in the morning.” To poli-
ticians nowadays, no one is ugly, least of
all a voter. That same unctuous caution
has caught all of us in its goo. It’s not
just political correctness either. Techno-
babble, illiteracy, bureaucratese and the
fear of lawsuits have all done their bit to
take the zing out of public discourse.

Ironically, while language in the real
world is being emptied, the dramatic
arts, at their best, offer us glowing ex-
amples of concise, pungent and, at times,
heart-wrenching speech.

There is no question of Rick
Blaine’s state of mind in Casablanca
when Humphrey Bogart utters the
desperate line, “Of all the gin joints in
all the towns in all the world, she walks
into mine.” Who doesn’t feel for Mar-
lon Brando’s character in On the Water-

front when he laments that he “could’ve

been a contender-... instead of a bum,
which is what I am.” And who among us
would doubt Jack Nicholson’s sincer-
ity when, playing a crabby obsessive-
compulsive writer in As Good As It
Gets, he tells Helen Hunt, “You make
me want to be a better man.” Such lines
may be artful, but they nonetheless con-
vey powerful emotion directly and ur-
gently. They connect.

But the best lines, of course, aren’t
lines at all. They come from the heart
and go to the heart. This means skipping
the bureaucratic clichés and techno-
speak, addressing yourself directly to
your audience, telling the truth and
doing your best to sound sincere. That
wouldn’t have brought my Internet
service back, but it would have provid-
ed a connection that would have, right
then, been more important—the hu-
man one between her and me. ®



