In Person

Can't /_;uy Us Love

Reflections on purchasing intimacy

By Molly Stranahan

(]
' I I’ 'hen I saw the provocative tide

L' U of a new book, The Purchase of
Intimacy, 1 was reminded of an ashtray
in my aunts family room inscribed,
“Money isn't everything, bur it sure
keeps the children in touch.”

Perhaps because I am an inheritor, [
am disturbed by the jaded view of fam-
iy relanonships reflecred in the sent-
ment. | believe my cousins stay in touch
with my aunt out of love and filial
responsibility—not o make sure they
remain in her will, or 0 ensure gifts or
loans. But my aunt must have some
doubts abour their motives, because she
is amused enough by the ashrray o dis-
play it We wsually dont think such
things are funny unless we believe there
is at least a wee bit of truth o them.

The thought on the ashtray is one
answer o the question ar the heart of
The Purchase of Intimacy, by sociologist
Viviana Zelizer: Whart is the impact of
money and maotives on intimare rela-
tionships?

Another answer is my husband’s belief
that I give gifts to buy love and end up
getting used. He suggests that my step-
daughrer (his daughter] encourages me
to continue my generosity by dressing
her children in the clothes T give them—
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ar least when she brings her children to
see us. Whar e sees as manipulartion for
gain, however,  sec as gratitude and a gift
to me. | enjoy seeing thar the children

look as adorable as I imagined when I .

bought the outfits. Sure, it inspires me w
buy more clothes for them. Bur [ choose
not to turn char into an assumprion that
my stepdaughrer values me only for my
generosity. | also dont give them gifts
every time they visit, so that none of us
forger why they come.

us o retreat into gated communities—
literally or the ones we build in our
minds—trusting only those with similar
incomes or assets. Others try to conceal
their relative wealdh, always dividing the
check evenly and pretending they have
no more than those around them.

I find both choices limiting. But T must
also be a realist and accept that some peo-
ples interest in me might be motivated
more by my inherited good fortune than
the kind of person [ am. I very much

The quickest way to discover motives,

of course, is to stop the flow of money.

A different aunt, dearly beloved and
now departed, once told me, “Having
money is like being a beauriful woman.
You never know 1.-'.'}13; ]_Jt:mplf: want 1o be
with you.” It's easy for those of us who
have more money than our partner or
friends to wonder if we are loved for
ourselves and our personalities—or for
the gifts and status that a friendship
with us might provide. The suspicion of
others” motives that results leads some of

want o believe thar peaple choose o be
with me hecause they admire and respect
who | am, thar they love me, not my
money. | dont want w be a |. Howard
Marshall to an Anna Nicole Smith. How-
ever, we cant see other people’s motives;
we can only guess, infer, and ask.

Family friends and fears
Congcerns about the motives of a spouse
or friend have arisen in my family. During
divorces after relatively short marriages,
two of my siblings were sued for halfl of
everything, which leads to an assumption
that the spouse was in it for the money.
A different concern is raised by my
father’s habit of investing in the dreams
and schemes of his friends and acquain-
tances. Some in my family question the
friendship between my father and a
buddy I'll call Rudy. Dad and Rudy have
partnered in a number of expensive
financial ventures over the =
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vears, including a high-rech beef ranch,
for which Dad provides the money. A
couple of my brothers are convinced
Rudy is more moocher than friend. They
see that he'’s benefited financially over the
vears from his business ventures with our
father, while Dad has lost money, So is
my father investing money in exchange
for time and ateenton from his business
partner? Is he buying Rudy’s friendship
o protect himself from his loneliness?
As | look beyond the money, 1 sec evi-
dence of more than a trade of friendship
for an income. Rudy and his wife intro-
duced Dad and my stepmother to cach

ing bond may torm. Bur however gen-
uine the ensuing affection may be, the
reality is that the relationship is based
on a financial transaction—something
dane for the exchange of money.

I've learned chat many invitadons
come my way because people hope w
get or keep my business, or perhaps w
ger a charitable coneriburion, If T have
fun ar something paid for by someone’s
entertiinment cxpense account, | may
begin to confuse this with a need 1w
include them in my circle of fricnds. |
think of all the dmes | have mer business
assoclates at people’s weddings and won-

The money | inherited is a part of who | am.

Many blessings result, but a price is that

it leads me to question people’s motives.

other. Dad and Rudy appear to rruly
enjoy cach others company. When my
father had health problems and needed
treatment from a distant docror, he was
relieved when Rudy offered to drive
him. I interprer Dad’s comfort with
Rudy at a dme when he was in pain 10
be a sign of genuine affection and crust.
It seems to me that despite the one-way
movement of cash, their relationship is a
two-way movement of atfecrion.

Business boundaries

So far, I've been talking abour relation-
ships where money becomes a facror.
However, relationships thar originate
with financial transactions can also pro-
vide challenges. We frequently buy inti-
macy, whether the physical intimacy of
a massage therapist’s healing ouch or
the emorional intimacy of sharing our
deepest secrets with a psychotherapist
or counselor, Hairdressers ofien provide
a lirtle of each of these. We're aware thar
commerce is the primary purpose of
these relationships. The person selling a
service may have motives beyond earn-
ing a living, such as the fulfillment thar
comes from helping others. And a car-

At a check for a hundred thousand dollars. Do you like it2"

der if they are there our of obligation, or
whether they are tuly friends. The
quickest way to discover motives, of
course, is to stop the flow of money.

About sixtcen years ago | hired a
waoman as my interior designer, The rela-
tionship involved sharing my needs, pref-
erences, and taste. We maveled wogether
on buying trips, spending days together
and sharing a hotel room. We've gone our
for dinner with our hushands, and when
Phyllis had surgery, | brought her flowers
and books, Now that we have finished
decorating the house, and I no longer pay
her for her tme, we see each other loss
often; bue I still think of her as one of my
dearest friends. We make a point of hav-
ing lunch together on a regular basis. We
started a book group wogether and con-
tinue 1o phone and email each other o
share our struggles and our successes. [
know that our friendship is real and last-
ing, not just the temporary by-product of
4 business relationship.
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Walking the line

In the song, “The Millionaire,” Dr.
Hook sings, “I don't mind if you love me
for my money, if vou love me for what-
ever lse I've gor.” The money [ inherited
is a part of who | am. Many blessings

result, but one price is thar it affects my

relationships. It leads me to question the
motives of people. | can't be entirely cer-
tain when people choose to be with me
because they are hoping to henefir from
my good formune. On the Aip side, when
some people learn 1 am an inheritor, they
make negative assumptions and judg-
ments abour the kind of person [ am,
50 | have several choices. | can wry w
camaouflage or hide my monetary circum-
stances entirely, to prevent other’s judg-

ments and being taken advantage of. Bur
I have found that | only delude myself,
and ir takes a lot of efforr to deny realicy.

I can keep all my relationships thar
involve financial dealings—from my inte-
rior de-:igner [0 MY investment advisors—
from becoming friendships our of
suspicion that thar they're merely pre-
tending closeness and affection w ger
maore business. And | can keep my wealth
out of my friendships by always splicing
bills, n'.'.ﬂf'l:il’.':it!1il,il:'!!l:_~'|}-‘ paving nnl:,- my
share, not investing in friends” business
ventures, and not giving l-_;iﬁ:‘ ]_Jiggwr than
l!tt_‘f :Jl|1t:r person cin ‘l_m)rcj 4] Tt:LZi[_TL‘LhL;_ItE.

-l-]“_'l.\,"\.'l;' REETTI .SiT]l'l_'llt .bUlLIllUr'l': |:,3l'|_|1,
ﬂn;*j_v' make me feel mistrustful and

'Illi‘ﬂ.'frl}' \".-'l'l#;f” I wWilnt to |._'Il.'_' |4_1"r'i1]g il,r'l-i_i

There is a seesaw to balance between

warily assessing the intent of others or

trusting they like me for who | am,

not what | can give them.

ASK BEFORE YOU
JUDGE

When we obsarve a relationship in
which one person appears to benefit
from the other's money, we may assume
that some manipulation is going on.
Before rushing to judgment on external
appearances, however, consider asking
yourself these questions:

Can we really measure what either
side is getting out of a relationship?

Can we know other people’s matives,
gven if they are close to us?

How much of the relationship is based
on business and how much is personal?
Does one interfere with the other?

Is it our business in the first place?
When does offering a helpful suggestion
to someone we love who appears to be
trusting another person unwisely cross
over into meddling?

—NM. L. Stranahan

generous. There is a seesaw to balance, [
can spend my life warily assessing other
people’s motives, or I can trust chat they
like me for who I am—which includes
being a person with wealth—not for
what I can give them.

I can also choose o talk about the
doubrs and questions thar occur in rela-
tionships when our financial means dif-
ter significantly, or when mixing
business and friendship. Having thar
difficult conversation may have one of
two outcomes: it can cither decpen a
friendship we both enjoy, or clarify the
limits of whart is essentially a business
relationship. Talking it out can protect
me from confusing the rwo.

I remind myself none of us is perfectly
aware of all our motives. Money can be
used o protect us from being alone. We
can have fun sharing ir. Sometimes it
will be part of whar artracts others, just
as somerimes it will lead o rejection. 1
don't want to be a fool, bur | den't wane

fear of being a fool o keep me from liv

ing my deepest values of trust, honesty,

openness, respect, and love. Bl

TRANSACTIONS

Sociologist Viviena Zelizer writes about
the role of money in our ives. The fal-
lowing is from her new boak, The Pur-
chase of Intimacy, from Princeton
University Press.

Take the special case of money.
...aocial critics concede that peasant
hausehalds, craft workshops, and fishing
villages mingled economic activity and
intimate relations, but somehow escaped
the curse of hostile worlds. Other [critics]
reserve their fears for monetized social
relations, which they see invading inti-
mate sphares as markets expand across
the globe. Surely the quintessential
impersonal medium, goas the reasoning,
draws people into thin, fragile, calculat-
ing relations with others.

However, the idea that money acts as
a universalizing, standardizing madium
has taken hard blows. Social scientists
and ordinary economic actors all recog-
nize ...that food stamps, subway tokens,
local currencies, and commercial paper
all qualify as varieties of money but cir-
culate within restricted circuits rather
than merging into a single medium. .. A
related idea dies hard: that money and
intimacy represent contradictory princi-
ples whose intersaction generates con-
flict, confusion, and corruption.

[This view often fails] to recognize
how intimate social transactions do
coexist with monetary transactions: par-
ents pay nannies or child-care workars,
adoptive parents pay to obtain babies,
diverced spouses pay or receive alimony
and child support, and parents give their
children allowances, subsidize their col-
lege educations, help them with their first
maortgage, and offer them baquests in
thair wills. Friands and relatives send
money as wedding presents, and friends
loan each other money.
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