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Letters to the Editor
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By Michael S. Goldberger

Palmetto: Where
The Silliness Sizzles

One Popcorn, Poor • Two Popcorns, Fair • Three Popcorns, Good • Four Popcorns, Excellent

2 popcorns
Harry Barber is an absolute idiot. Ultra-

sultry Rhea Malroux is a two-timing dame.
That’s being kind to these two greedy
reprobates, the unsavory principals in di-
rector Volker Schlondorff’s hot-blooded
but ultimately ill-conceived Palmetto.

Rhea and Harry’s bad behavior, high-
lighted and displayed from every angle,
is essentially the movie’s only item of
interest, thanks to an overloaded plot
that gives up the ghost midway through
its synthetically intriguing doings. If L.A.
Confidential sings the best contempo-
rary paean to film noir, Palmetto man-
ages little more than a few false notes on
behalf of the venerated genre.

But, steamy it is. Elisabeth Shue as
femme fatale Rhea gets the pressure
cooker going full-tilt. This gal can make
a vacant stare look pornographic. The
nefarious, conniving wife of a dying mil-
lionaire thirty years her senior, the
cheaply sensual vamp brandishes less
elan than Kathleen Turner exhibited in
Body Heat, but every bit as much sizzle.

Stumbling into the web this sexy
spiderwoman weaves is Woody Harrelson
as the aforementioned Harry Barber, a
former newsman who’s attempt at jour-
nalistic muckraking in small town Pal-
metto, Florida, landed him a frame job
and a jail sentence. Freed after two years
in stir, the disgruntled, down-at-heel
writer appears to be the perfect candi-
date for Rhea’s big scheme. That is, to
fake a kidnapping of Mr. Malroux’s only
daughter, Odette (Chloe Sevigny), and
demand a ransom of $500,000. All Harry
need do to earn his ten-percent commis-
sion is be the frightening voice on the
phone. You see, Odette, a teen-aged
temptress in her own right, is in on the
scam. So where’s the risk? Old man
Malroux won’t involve the cops, or so
assures Rhea.

Adapted by E. Max Frye from James
Hadley Chase’s novel, “Just Another
Sucker,” which describes the film’s mar-
row more aptly than the innocuous Pal-
metto, the primary characterizations are
curiously askew. Ostensibly the title
player, Harrelson’s sucker in question
disports a thing or two about temptation,
but nothing quite as convincing as Lana
Turner’s evil woo of John Garfield in the
noir progenitor, The Postman Always
Rings Twice (1946).

Sweating and panting like Edmund
O’Brien in D.O.A., (1949), dumbfounded
by his iniquitous slide, Mr. Harrelson’s
Harry has the adrenaline rushing. But for
what purpose?

The same cannot be asked about Miss
Shue’s participation. Shapely Rhea’s
raison d’etre is clear. Alas, sorrowfully
basic. A shameless seductress in the best
First Testament fashion, updated to a
frightening, high-tech pitch, it is actually
Rhea Malroux’s sanity that invites ques-
tion. Digging way down deep to conjure
the ultimate film noir enchantress, Shue
fashions a wondrously disgraceful mon-
ster indeed. But the outrageous perfor-
mance plays in high relief, refusing to
integrate smoothly into the otherwise
vapid screenplay.

Palmetto’s plot convolutions amass
with the dramatic aplomb of a chain-
reaction pile up on a dangerous highway.
Because the script sorely lacks that one
real good idea, a series of bogus twists and
turns are loaded on, as if the steady assault
of new and confusing divulgences will
raise the tale’s theatrical worth. It doesn’t.

What’s worse, the more director
Schlondorff pulls artificial plot contor-
tions out of his bottomless hat, the closer
his film comes to burlesquing the very
genre he hopes to emulate. As if that
weren’t enough, just for bad measure, the
film sends things over the top by adding a
little touch of horror. Making like Vincent
Price playing a crooked cop turned ghoul,
Michael Rapaport is Donnelly, Rhea’s
silent partner. This fiend is particularly
fond of acid baths for disposing of corpus
delictis. Terribly effective, and so much
cleaner than piranhas.

But the other supporting performances
are hardly that arousing. To the contrary,
most of the sub-text folks are played as
dullards — her here nor there entities
ready to arouse suspicion with each new
upshot. Gina Gershon as Nina the sculp-
tor, Harry’s live-in girlfriend, hardly

raises more than an eyebrow at a moment
when she should be screaming. Surely
she’s in on the conspiracy. No? Huh?

The same can be surmised of Harry’s cop
brother-in-law and, in the film’s twist de
resistance, of the D.A. who gives Harry a
police p.r. job when it becomes obvious the
big kidnap case will be inundating the
department with reporters. By this point,
one has long stopped falling for each new
shock. Instead, it becomes sport to guess
what desperately lunging bushwhack the
director will try next. To enjoy Palmetto
only for its scenic moods and Miss Shue’s
obscene sorceress, you can’t be a sucker for
its patchwork suspense. That’s Harry’s job.

*  *  *  *  *
Palmetto, rated R, is a Castle Rock

Entertainment release directed by Volker
Schlondorff and stars Elisabeth Shue,
Woody Harrelson, and Chloe Sevigny.
Running time: 114 minutes.

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

By Milt Faith, Executive Director
Youth and Family Counseling Service

Readers Seek Help Dealing
With Issues of Guilt, Loss

A frustrated wife writes:
Everything you read about marriage

counseling and mental health issues says
that communication is the key to a healthy
relationship. Healthy communication, that
is, in which both parties listen to each
other, try to understand the other person’s
feelings and then compromise or rear-
range things. My husband and I do this,
and yet the arguments go on. I know my
husband tries, and yet, he is like his
father, who always has to have the last
word. He says that I am like my mother
and make everything into a control issue;
I must win. We’ve attended some lectures
which say “Don’t keep feelings in...don’t
let angers build up...mediate...try to see
which decisions matter most to whom...”
Nothing works. Help!

Answer:
Healthy communication implies the

recognition of one’s feelings and the
discretion to express these feelings to the
other individual with whom one is inter-
acting. This is an appropriate and excel-
lent way to work out feelings, plans,
agreements, disagreements and the en-
tire gamut of everyday involvements.
However, our past does influence our
present and the more aware we are of
this, the greater the potential to resolve
any factors which interfere with healthy
communication. If, in fact, your husband
has picked up his father’s pattern of
needing to control each situation, and if
you have identified with your mother and
must be a winner in conflicts, seminars,
lectures and other educational programs
will have limited value. One must be-
come aware and resolve these emotional
factors which we bring into our present
lives (from our earlier, developmental
years where they rooted).

If there is truth to what you are both
saying, try to refrain from these old pat-
terns. If the conflicts continue, individual
and marital counseling can help clarify
the healthy and unhealthy patterns and
support appropriate responses with your
spouse.

A frustrated wife writes:
Several weeks ago, Super Bowl night

almost became Super Brawl night. For
years five couples have gotten together
to enjoy watching the Super Bowl. Each
of us brings the food, snacks, drinks and
we all have a blast. In recent years the
men have become out of control, yelling
at the TV (even throwing food at it),
arguing over which is the better team,
and when the Broncos won this year, I

thought two of the men would get a heart
attack as they screamed about which was
the stronger team, and so on. The wives
have had it and we’ve told our husbands
that next year we are going out to dinner
and then to a movie. My husband went
off the wall and said “no way. We expect
you to be here. It’s traditional.” Now he
threatens to stay angry at me indefi-
nitely. Any suggestions on how to re-
solve this?

Answer:
Super Bowl parties have become tra-

ditional for so many families in America
and across the world. It has become an
athletic, social and cultural phenomenon.
It is fun and a great bonding among
people. Although you have a year before
the next Super Bowl, now is the time to
address the issue of your husband’s an-
ger and “punishment.” I would suggest
you consider the following: 1) tell him to
put aside the anger so you both can talk
about the issue 2) tell him you under-
stand how exciting the evening is, that
you and the other wives enjoy it too, (but
cannot get as excited), that you will
provide the food, etc. next year and that
you’d like to be there. 3) explain that you
don’t want to intrude in the men’s enjoy-
ment which includes becoming hostile
and so you want to give them more
freedom, but you want to enjoy the
evening too, by doing your thing. 4) If
there is more objection, tell him that you
might reconsider if he agreed, with the
other men, to tone down some of the
ragings and possible arguments. (Enjoy-
ing the game is really the main priority).
You have a full year to (both) reevaluate
and compromise. Hopefully, this entire
matter will go from a Super Bowl to a
Super Brawl to a Super Banquet.

A frustrated TV watcher writes:
Recently I sat through the Grammy

Awards with my two teen sons. I can’t
believe what I saw — the worst music,
no melodies, no words that had meaning
and half naked women. All we did all
night was argue and I have to admit, I
mocked out much of the so-called music.
Why can’t people write music like in the
old days. Was there any way to avoid this
so we don’t have to fight over every lyric
and note?

Answer:
Yes, it’s called let your children watch

the award shows without your being
Andy Rooney, and you watch something
you enjoy on another TV in another
room. Any more questions?

If Citizens Could Stop Disney at Manassas,
We Can Stop Plan to Build a Strip Mall

Our past, our future and our children’s
future is now in jeopardy. The Park Place
Restaurant Mall, soon to be voted upon
by our local Board of Adjustment on
Thursday, March 5, at 7:30 p.m., must
not be approved.

The reasons are numerous. The pro-
posed mall will produce a dangerous
increase in traffic, particularly truck
traffic, at an intersection that is al-
ready dangerous — Martine Avenue
and Lake Avenue and Terrill and
Raritan Roads.

The proposed mall invites a potential
increase in flooding since the site is
located adjacent to wetlands. Yet an-
other vital reason to defeat this proposal
is that the planned construction of the

mall destroys a part of our local history.
The Battle of the Short Hills was

fought on these lands during the Revolu-
tionary War. The ancestors of Scotch
Plains marched on these grounds. Let us
not allow another mall to compromise
our precious Scotch Plains history.

All citizens should attend the hear-
ing on March 5 at the Scotch Plains
Municipal Building to say no to this
proposal.

If ordinary citizens could stop Disney
at Manassas, we can stop the building of
another strip mall.

Richard A. Bousquet
Scotch Plains

President, Historical Society of
Scotch Plains and Fanwood

Westfield and Fanwood Seeing Lack of BOE
Races While Township Voters Face Decision
This year will be a slow one locally in regards to

school board elections. In Westfield there will be no
contested race for the first time in recent memory.
Eileen Satkin, who last served on the Westfield Board
of Education in 1995, filed her nominating petition
just hours before Monday’s 4 p.m. deadline. She
essentially replaces one-term board member Keith S.
Hertell, who opted not to seek reelection to his board
seat.

Scotch Plains voters will be asked to select two
candidates from a field of five for two seats on the
Scotch Plains-Fanwood Board of Education.  Board
President Dr. Donald E. Sheldon is joined this year by
Jean McAllister and Norman A. Ross, both of whom
were unsuccessful in last year’s election, along with
newcomers Lance Porter and Thomas Randazzo.
Richard R. Meade, representing Fanwood, is unop-
posed   this year.

Dr. Sheldon, a former Director of Guidance and
Director of Special Services, is seeking a third term
on the board. Veteran board member Albert J.
Syvertsen is not seeking reelection this year. Mr. Ross
is a retired teeacher of emotionally-disturned stu-
dents at Rahway High School.

Mrs. Satkin lost her bid for a second term on the
Westfield school board in 1995 during an election in
which Mr. Hertell and Ginger Hardwick, currently a

board member, were elected from a field of nine
candidates for four seats.

While on the school board, Mrs. Satkin served as
Chairwoman of the Programs and Policies Commit-
tee and was a member of the Facilities, Long Range
Planning and Attorney Selection Committees.

Mrs. Satkin will join the board again along with
Ms. Hardwick and board Vice President Darielle
Walsh, both of whom are seeking reelection. Mrs.
Walsh has chaired the Facilities Committee since
1992 while Ms. Hardwick  is the Chairwoman of the
Curriculum, Instruction and Programs Committee.

Residents in all three communities will get the
opportunity to vote on the school tax levies. In Scotch
Plains, approval of the district’s tax levy will result in
an increase of $80.50 on a home assessed at $115,000,
the average assessed valuation in the township. In
Fanwood, voters face an increase of $124.50 on
properties valued at $83,000.

In Westfield, voters will be asked to decide the fate
of the local school levy of $45,793,665. Taxes on the
average assessed home of $200,000 would face an
increase by $140, if the school budget wins approval
from voters.

Both school budgets, $52.02 million in Westfield
and $41.8  million in Scotch Plains-Fanwood, were
introduced Tuesday night.
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All letters to the Editor must
bear a signature, a street ad-
dress and a daytime telephone
number so authors may be veri-
fied. Letters that are E-mailed
to the Editor also must contain
a daytime telephone number.
Our E-mail address is
“press@goleader.com.”

Letters may be no longer than
one-and-a- half pages, typewrit-
ten and double-spaced. Letters
must be typed upper and lower
case. All letters are subject to
editing due to space limitations
and style.

The deadline for letters is Fri-
day by 4 p.m., if they are to
appear in the following issue.

SUPERINTENDENT’S JOURNAL

By DR. CAROL B. CHOYE
Superintendent of Schools

Scotch Plains-Fanwood School District

Tax Dollars Should Not Be Spent
On Tuition at Magnet School

At its regular monthly meeting in Janu-
ary, the Scotch Plains-Fanwood Board of
Education approved a resolution which
authorized the withholding of tuition
from the Union County Magnet High
School for Science, Math and Technol-
ogy for the local students enrolled there,
and the initiating of legal action as nec-
essary to protect the interests of the
Scotch Plains-Fanwood Board of Educa-
tion.

The board has now filed a petition
with the Commissioner of Education
seeking formal rulings concerning the
operation of the magnet high school by
Union County and the payment of tuition
for this program by the Scotch Plains-
Fanwood Public Schools.

These actions are based on two major
issues which the board has outlined in its
resolution and petition. First, what is the
scope of “vocational education”? Sec-
ond, who is responsible for the payment
of tuition at a private high school?

Vocational schools currently operate
under N.J.S.A.18A:54-1 which defines
“vocational education” as “any educa-
tion which is: (a) to fit for profitable
employment; (b) to provide training
which is supplemental to the daily em-
ployment; or (c) to fit for homemak-
ing,…” Vocational-technical schools
serve this limited purpose for high school
students whose local school districts do
not provide vocational programs to meet
their academic needs. When these voca-
tional programs are an integral part of a
student’s high school course of study,
home school districts are responsible
for the payment of tuition and transpor-
tation costs.

The Union County Magnet High
School, however, offers a basic college
prep program and is described in promo-
tional material as “a school for the inten-

sive study of science, mathematics and
technology that will prepare the graduate
for a four year baccalaureate degree pro-
gram.” The school currently has no ap-
proved curriculum and its offerings be-
yond the core of science, math and tech-
nology are extremely limited. (Scotch
Plains-Fanwood High School, by com-
parison, is an approved comprehensive
high school with extensive co-curricular
and interscholastic athletic opportuni-
ties.)

The Scotch Plains-Fanwood Board of
Education believes that the magnet high
school program is outside the purpose of
a vocational-technical school as defined
in N.J.S.A.18A:54-1 and that it does not
function as a vocational program simply
because it is located on the campus of the
Union County Vocational-Technical
Schools. Therefore, the board considers
tuition payments for students to attend
the magnet high school as tantamount to
a “gift of public funds,” the unconstitu-
tional use of taxpayer money to fund
private school educations for a select few
students.

The board wants to be clear that it
fully supports those programs which
meet the learning needs of local stu-
dents, both in district and those outside
the district when necessary. The board
also fully supports the right of families
to choose the schools they deem most
appropriate for their children. But the
board would be remiss in its duty to the
community and the taxpayer if it did not
challenge the appropriateness of using
current and future local tax dollars to
send a small number of students to a
private high school, funds more appro-
priately spent to maintain a comprehen-
sive educational program for the 4,330
students in the Scotch Plains-Fanwood
Public Schools.

Alliance Between Chamber and WDC
Will Help to Revitalize the Downtown
The recent joint announcement by the

Westfield Chamber of Commerce and
the Downtown Westfield Corporation
(DWC) that they will join in promoting
our downtown is good news indeed for
the Westfield community, as well as for
those of us who worked long and hard
over several years to reconcile differ-
ences and lay the foundation for this
alliance.

As the proposal to establish a down-
town Special Improvement District (SID)
was considered, it became apparent to
me that the Chamber and the SID each
would have its benefits — and limita-
tions — and that a marriage had to be
worked out between two organizations,
each of which serves certain businesses
and each of which has additional con-
cerns and constituents as well. The joint
marketing program, like the holiday light-
ing undertaken last fall, paid advertising
supplements and other programs, will

assure continued vitality for our central
business district.

I am particularly pleased that support
for the DWC special improvement dis-
trict, which was unanimous when the
Town Council created it in 1996, con-
tinues with Mayor Thomas C. Jardim
and Councilman Lawrence A. Goldman,
the Council DWC representative.

With the DWC in place and work-
ing, the Mayor and council should
also be commended for now pro-
ceeding with a different, but very
appropriate, methodology for deal-
ing with the Central Avenue corri-
dor. As was the case with the SID,
this process will take a lot of effort
and time, but I am confident that the
result will be effective revitaliza-
tion of this route into our commu-
nity.

Garland “Bud” Boothe
Former Mayor

Westfield

‘Colonial Westfield’ Losing Selling
Point as ‘Treasures’ Are Sold Off

How long can the phrase “Colonial
Westfield” hold if the town keeps selling
off its historical treasures?

I graduated from Westfield High
School in 1985, but still think back on
the town with pride. When I tell people
where I’m from, many have heard of its
reputation for graceful, tree-lined streets
and beautiful architecture. But it ap-
pears that many of those qualities are
drifting away as the town sells off its
landmarks.

First, the Excellent Diner slipped
through our fingers. The art deco train
car that served us so well as a campy and
fun hamburger joint was sold a couple
years back to a town in Germany. Then
we almost lost the Rialto Theatre, but
were saved at the last minute by some

conscientious townspeople.
Now its rumored that the Woman’s

Club of Westfield, the Colonial revival-
ist building on the corner of South Euclid
and Tremont Avenues (just south of
Mindowaskin Park), is going to be sold,
torn down, and replaced by condomini-
ums.

Any town can build another set of
apartment buildings, but not any town
can lay claim to the wonderful history
and architecture that makes Westfield
what it is. We’ve already sold part of our
past for profit, let’s not make the same
mistake again.

Kristin Kueter
San Francisco

Formerly of Westfield

NY Times Report on Residents Opinions
Of President and Monica ‘Embarrassing’

I am embarrassed. We all should be
by the portrait of Westfield and its mor-
ally ambivalent citizens which was
painted in the February 26 edition of
The New York Times. On Page One, no
less!

First of all, I am assuming that the
reporting of our town’s sentiments to-
ward President Bill Clinton’s alleged
sexual relationship with Monica
Lewinsky is reasonably accurate. That’s
no minor assumption, given The Times’
proclivity for pro-Clinton spin.

Secondly, I’m assuming for the mo-
ment that President Clinton actually did
have this ridiculous affair; but let’s re-
member that despite what seems to be
good indications, if not outright evi-
dence to the contrary, our President is
still innocent until shown guilty.

That said, we are given through a
number of short “interviews” a sense
that our town is home mostly to people
who are indifferent to, or ignorant of the
law, unconcerned with pathetic behav-
ior in our highest elected office, and
who generally don’t care much what
happens as long as the economy contin-
ues to benefit them. This is sad and
shocking.

Why do I say ignorant of the law? I’m
not just referring to President Clinton’s
possible perjury — even our most wrong-
headed citizens are quoted as having a
problem with this. I am actually refer-
ring to the laws throughout this country
— state and federal — which prohibit
sexual harassment in the workplace.

“Sexual harassment? Wait a minute,”
our homemaker at the pancake break-
fast or the couple with the bicycle-riding
girl might say, “Monica is alleged to
have had consensual sex with Clinton.”

My response: Let’s get real. Whether
“behind closed doors” or not, if Presi-
dent Clinton were a chief executive
officer (CEO) of just about any corpora-
tion, or even a middle level manager,

and this whole affair became known to
the Board of Directors, he would have
been kicked out in a minute, and would
be lucky not to have the feds and state
indict him — not to mention the mean
civil suit that he would get slapped with.

We’re talking about the world’s most
powerful man and a 19-year-old! Henry
Kissinger said that power is the ulti-
mate aphrodisiac; what chance would
any girl have, much less one who was
insecure, and who didn’t have much on
the ball in the first place?

The moral responsibility for ethical
conduct in this case rests squarely on
President Clinton’s shoulders. I’m with
the Westfield man who said, “I think
he’s degraded the Presidency more than
any of his predecessors...” Some of those
predecessors may have been profligate,
but none was ever so sanctimonious.

Thank goodness that not all
Westfielders gauge moral and ethical
behavior solely on their economic self-
interest. Thank goodness for the West-
field woman who sees this in the context
of the real question: “People have got-
ten away from church, from God. Their
morals are down.”

I want to think that that what’s most
people in Westfield really think about
President Clinton and this whole sordid
mess — and would say as much, too, if
they could just take their minds off their
mortgages and mutual funds long
enough.

Gregg Amonette
Westfield

Please See
Another Letter

On Page 20

Another Column
On Page 20

BELFRY
Belfry is an excellent example of a

word whose current meaning suggests
a far more tranquil purpose than it
originally had. A belfry is defined as a
“bell tower, often attached to a church.”
The origin of this word, however, re-
veals a far more “alarming” past.

In fact, belfry (ber frei) is a combina-
tion of two medieval Anglo Saxon
words: beorgan, “to protect,” and freide,
meaning “the peace.” The earliest pur-
pose of such towers was to provide
protected stations in which guards
watched for approaching enemies, and
sounded the alarm upon sighting them.

In time the first syllable “ber” was
transposed via folk (false) etymology to
“bel” because of the association with
the bells often housed in such towers.
Belfry eventually took on its current
sense of a bell tower used to signal the
hour as well as important events.

Belfry also provided us with the de-
rogatory idiom — bats in the belfry —
which describes someone who is “in-
sane, crazy or just plain batty.”
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