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PIE IN THE SKY

If there's any piece of writing that defines our culture, I submit it's the SkyMall catalogue,
available in the seatback pocket of every airplane in North America. To browse its pages is to
understand the essential secret of American consumer life: We've officially run out not only of
things that we need, but even of things that we might plausibly desire.

But we in the airline traveling class still have a few problems to solve in our lives.
Judging from the joys on offer, our particular worries at the moment might be categorized as
follows:

I'm overworked and overtired. In which case, I need a $4,000 massaging recliner with
voice control, synthetic leather ("softer, more plush than leather"), and thirty-three airbags—a
machine that "pampers your body and soothes your soul." And if perchance I drift off to sleep,
"the peaceful progression wake-up clock" will rouse me with infinite care. "Thirty minutes
before wake-up time, the light glows softly, brightening over the next half hour, while faint
aromatherapy scents release into the air. Fifteen minutes before wake-up, the clock generates
one of six soft nature sounds." In case that isn't quite enough, I might want to back it up with
the "sensory assault alarm clock," whose large, wired vibrating pad placed under the mattress
shakes you awake in time to turn off the clock before it emits a ninety-five-decibel alarm and
starts flashing a strobe light.

I am extremely, extremely clean. I'm therefore thankful that my toothbrush has been
ultravioletly cleansed overnight to remove the "millions of germs" that would otherwise
accumulate, and my room is protected against "airborne bacteria, viruses, and germs" by a
Germ Guardian machine, "proven by a Harvard researcher," which "takes ultraviolet C energy
and multiplies its germ-killing power in our exclusive Intensifier Chamber." Also, I have
another very similar-looking machine "now with exclusive Ozoneguard" in case any ozone is
nearby. And a soap dispenser with infrared sensor technology for my shower, a "no-touch
approach that dramatically reduces the chance of spreading germs."

I have plugged in so many things that the planet has warmed considerably, reducing the
chances that my children will experience a natural winter. So I have purchased a "weatherproof
light projection box that rests on your front lawn and transforms the entire facade of your house
into an illuminated snowscape. The box creates the illusion of gently falling snow flurries by
directing a bright white beam onto a rotating mirrorball." Flake size and fall rate are,
pleasingly, adjustable. I have opted also to purchase an "exclusive heavy duty vinyl snow
castle" that will "set up almost anywhere in just minutes with the included electric pump." A
real snow castle would, SkyMall notes, "take hours to build and require lots of snow," but this
version "encourages children to use their imaginations while having fun."



I may be devolving. Though for eons my ancestors have grilled meat over flames, I am no
longer very clear on the concept and so would like a digital barbecue fork that I can stick into
my burger or steak and receive a readout indicating whether it is currently rare, medium, or
well done. Also, it would help a lot to have all the lights already strung on my artificial
Christmas tree, and the difficult task of marinating would be much easier if I had a $199.95
marinating machine. Frankly, I've lately found grilled cheese sandwiches more trouble than I
want, but with my dishwasher-safe Toastabag I can simply place a slice of cheese between two
slices of bread and pop it in my toaster. (Depressing the toaster lever still requires my
thoughtful attention, as does chewing the resulting treat.)

There are a few problems SkyMall can't solve (the lack of community that comes when
you live in a giant stuff-filled house marooned on its half-acre lot, the lack of security that
comes when your country is spending its money on remote-control golf balls instead of, say,
healthcare and retirement savings). And there's always the vexing question of what the people
who are making these items think about the people who will buy them.

(I was in a shower curtain factory in rural China last year where the very nice people
sewing the curtains told another visitor that they'd never actually encountered a shower curtain
outside the factory. If that's true for a shower curtain, one wonders what their fellow workers
make of the traveling wine trolley, the pop-up hot dog cooker, the hand-held paper shredder
with wood-grain plastic handle.)

But this kind of talk sounds tired, clichéd, left over from the '60s. Everyone knows that
the most important thing we can do is grow the economy. When you buy the Designated
Driver, a faux golf club that you store in your bag to dispense forty-eight ounces of cold
beverages, then you grow the economy. No doubt about it. Also, the Vintage Express Aging
Accelerator that ages your bottle of wine ten years in ten seconds by surrounding it with
"extremely powerful Neodymium magnets to replicate the Earth's magnetic field." Only a real
jerk or a Christian or something would point out that there might possibly be items in this
world that it would make more sense to spend our money on. (Insecticide-impregnated bednets
to stop the spread of malaria run about five dollars. If only they came in self-erecting pastel
versions that would also rouse you out of bed with gentle nature sounds.)

ESSAY TOPIC

When McKibben claims that the one “piece of writing that defines our culture” is
“the SkyMall catalogue,” he is being sarcastic and satirical, is making a joke for
rhetorical effect. Still, behind this joke lies a serious question: To what extent do
a person’s purchases or possessions form or reflect that person’s identity? Use
specific examples in formulating your answer. You may refer to personal
experience, your reading, or your observations of the world.



