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Well, it’s finally happened—and only three issues into 2008. Writer’s block has struck. Here I am, sitting down at my computer with a deadline at hand, and nothing to say. Casting about for someone or something to blame for this rare condition (besides my own lack of imagination or wit), it immediately occurs to me that I am the victim of Seasonal Affective Disorder, that depressing malady that afflicts many sunlight-deprived souls in the winter months. But since I exhibit S.A.D. symptoms all year long, I’ve quickly ruled this out.

No, the real problem, I’ve decided, is the number of fascinating subjects and stimulating topics that I have been forbidden to write about. Just about every thought I latch on to, which I might skillfully explore in this column, is off limits. I attribute these manifold taboos to the over-sensitivity of Courier readers, aided and abetted by the editor, who actually seeks to tailor this newspaper to readers’ tastes.
To illustrate the kind of barriers I must confront each month, I offer a list of some of the more flagrant taboos.
Politics. I actually have the potentially to be a living Molly Ivins or, on my worst days, a thinking Charles Krauthammer. But no. All political talk, except the few quips I can sneak in as examples of grammatical usage, is forbidden—at the national, state, and local levels. 
First, at the national level. When politicians talk about lowering taxes, I’d like to argue that the doubling of the price of gasoline and the tripling the cost of heating fuel has the same impact as a massive tax hike; that a federally funded health plan couldn’t cost us more than the $755 a month my husband and I pay for bad private health insurance. It seems to me that these expenses are, in fact, taxes in all but name. But, no. These topics are taboo. 
I long to weigh in on Virginia’s “abusive driving” penalties that include death by lethal injection for driving 10 miles over the speed limit. Isn’t that worthy of thoughtful comment? 
Even local political punditry is banned. Five of Strasburg’s Town Council candidates live within a block of my house, and the rationale is town politics are just too personal to discuss. If Osama bin Laden were running for Strasburg Council, would I be allowed to offer an opinion as to his qualifications? Probably not. I have a suspicion he’s squatting in our neighbor’s attic two doors down.
Gossip.  Think how the circulation of this newspaper would soar if we could include real gossip about our friends and neighbors, the kind dished out at Hi Neighbor, the Woodstock Café, and church! Let me give you a little tidbit, as a case in point. Did you know occasional Courier antique-car columnist Otto Fahrer writes under an assumed name? Word has it he is actually in the Witness Protection Program and moved to the Valley in November. My sources tell me he was a member of the Jersey mob and used to be a woman.
One problem about reporting gossip, the editor has explained to me, is that you will undoubtedly offend a large portion, if not all, of the readership. This is because virtually everyone is related to everyone else. And while they may not be speaking to each other, blood counts, even married blood. Just because someone is on wife #3 and can’t stand being in the same room with wife #1, doesn’t mean he wants to hear anyone dissing of wife #1’s new father-in-law. He especially doesn’t want to read it in the Courier.
Religion. My mom always told me it would be bad for my social standing to discuss religion in public. What social standing? And what has religion got to do with three giant blindingly illuminated crosses near the intersection of Rtes. 55 and 81 that turn night to day for Christians and non-Christians alike? What if someone put up a towering lighted statue of Buddha? 
And then there is the recent addition of American flags around the base of the crosses. Can you be a Christian without being a patriot? Can you be a patriot without being a Christian?  I thought cleanliness was next to Godliness, not nationalism.  It seems to me giant monuments to Dove or Crest or even a super-sized can of Pledge flanking the crosses would make as much sense as Old Glory.
Sex and Vulgarity.  Actually, at my age, I no longer rail about this prohibition too much. Also, readers have a plethora of other sources to go to for this kind of commentary, which now goes under the guise of “Celebrity News,” e.g., Britney, Paris, Lindy, JLO. (If these names are unfamiliar to you, you’ve confined your media exposure to the Courier.)
To digress somewhat, I must say I’m baffled by what passes for sexy about today’s young movie stars. I always mistake the half-shaved, slovenly, unsmiling men with bad haircuts for homeless “walk-ons”, only to discover they’re the prime love interest of the film. As for the women, they’re usually attractive, but apparently all go to the same plastic surgeon to get their lips puffed. It’s impossible to tell them apart. Obviously, I’m too old for the movies.
Dogs. Word has come down from the editor that we’ve devoted too much space to dogs recently. Too much on dogs! Can you believe it? That’s like saying there’s too much garlic in the spaghetti sauce, too many Kennedy endorsements in your campaign, too many ads in your newspaper! Of course there’s the regular ISO feature every month highlighting a special shelter dog for adoption. (100 percent have found loving homes to date.) That isn’t the problem. It’s writers like me and a couple of others I could name who find it hard to keep man’s best friend out of their hearts, out of their heads, and out of their writing. For instance, there’s a Basset-bating guy down the street with a long beard, dressed in flowing burnoose, who deliberately walks his Afghan Hound past my house every day and drives my porch-bound Basset Hounds nuts. But that’s a dog-abuse story and I can’t relate it. I’ll have to wait a couple months to sneak that in while the editor’s back is turned. 
The final two taboos are self-imposed—“self censorship,” as we say in journalism school—topics writers have enough sense to leave alone.

Daughters-in-law.  Mother-in-law jokes are renowned and time tested, dating back at least to Roman times when Juvenal wrote, “One cannot be happy while one's mother-in-law is still alive.” A more modern take on the hapless mother-in-law is “My mother-in-law is so frigid, when she opens her mouth a light goes on.” As a mother-in-law three times over, I don’t find either of these jests the least bit funny.
Daughters-in-law, however, offer satirical fruit ripe for the picking--but none dare to touch it, including me. Today’s daughters-in-law are part of a whole generation of “assertive young women” who actually think you can raise a family without interrupting your career. They’re girls who spurn cooking, sewing, flower arranging, thank-you notes, and all sorts of things I thought were crucial. Instead, their priorities are working out, arranging their next offshore vacation, and overseeing their 401Ks. And on top of all this, they put their babies down to sleep on their backs! 
So why desist from making daughters-in-law the subject of my columns? Simple. They control access to the most wonderful grandchildren in the world—and somehow they’ve managed to produce them. Obviously, I’ll take pains to make sure no family members catch sight of this Courier issue.
The North.  Having lived most of my life in the northern Midwest and sharing the same hometown with Abraham Lincoln (Springfield, Illinois), I’m aware that I’ll never be mistaken for a Virginia native or a member of the United Daughters of the Confederacy. I’d like to be able to call my neighbors here cousins or aunts and uncles, but I can’t. I’d wish I could point to some meandering country road and say I was born on a farm back there or go to a high school game and greet a former teacher or classmate, but it just ain’t so. It would be nice to look at these beautiful mountains and know every pass and gully and know when I actually get to the other side of them in the car, but I don’t. 
So, the best I can do is just be quiet and appreciate the fact that I’m allowed to be a part of this place now, living along side fine, friendly people doing interesting things. And keep my mouth shut about the North. Anyway the only thing I really miss is the big snows that blanket the ground four or five months of the year. And the only thing I’ve noticed that we do better up North is driving in snow. I could use this column to give you guys some good tips about snow driving and some pointers on how to do wheelies and figure-8s and still keep the car from sliding off the road. But I won’t. No sirree, Bob! You won’t read anything that refers to the North in this column!









