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ricia Shiland, who owns a maternity evening-

wear company in NewYork City, routinely gets
messages at her office about teen pop stars, No. 2
pencils and Beanie Babies. Butitisn't spam, and Shi-
land’s not bothered in the least.

Sitting in a sunlit office crammed with elegart dress-
es and boxes of fabric samples, Shiland carrieson a
running high-tech conversation with her 10-year-old
daughter, Devon, after school, at night when Shiland
works late and on the weekends Devon spends with
her dad. Using fax, email and instant messaging, moth-
er and daughter catch upon the day and make plans—
sometimes for a face-to-face talk later. "It's become
such a central part of our existence—the computers, the
IM. It's changed our lives,” says Shiland, as she strides
through the showroom of her firm, Mom's Night Out.

Ping! Shiland pauses at one of her twn PCs to catch
Deveds IM: “Hi, Mom! I'm home fram school.™ A flurry of
wuords passes between thenr—smudent-council elections, 2
mechanical-pendil brakdown—and then Shiland murmns back
w0 her work, 2 mix of pleasue and relicf on her face, “It
scems like she's dways there,”™ Shilend says.

In an age when so many fmilies are apart from dzwn 10
dusk, dlecoronic communicarion devices arc becoming the
twols of choice for managing and connecting. Spouses trade
emails, then call on cell phones on the commute home
cobble together supper plms. Business mavelers read bed-
tme stories by phone to their children, rucked in bed thou-
sands of miles away. Ex-spouses appreciare the neumal
ground that cmail offers. According to industry rescarch,
about 40 pereent of children over 2 have ol phones, up
from 20 percent i 1959, and more than 20 million peapls
now own 2 computer, a cell phone and 2 PDA

But in forging this connectedness, wired fmilics ac do-
ing &r more than checking mrin schedules or gocary lists.
They are living out mare of their lives via technology—on
air, so to speak—and, in so doing, creating a kind of “scparme
togethemess.” Technology is building 2 new room in the
house for Emily w gather in. First, it was work thar became
portable. Now, home life is becoming boundaryless and
nomadic. Tt rally docs add a layer of decronic space that
becomes very real and very vibrant,” szys Andrez Saverd,
lead researcher of the Technology Horizon Program ar the
Institute for the Pune in Menlo Park, California. (See
“Together Wherever,” facing page.)

As a resulr, Bmilies are begiming m wrestle with the im-
plications of relationships made partable. How do anotions
echo in this new virmal room? Which tool is used far which
message? (Is armil best for breaking up with a boyfriend?

55

Some toens think so.) The ability w be in multiple places at
once redefines togethamess in unexpected ways. Yn're cha-
ting with your son by cocll phone whik he's also inst-
messaging his fiends. Docs this count as Eunily ime?

Muost wired Emmilics agree that high4ech connecrions
don't replace old-fashioned 10getd what Massadh
sctts Insdrute of Technology professor Sherry Turke calls
the “gold standard” of human relations. But this new era is
raising complex sociological questions: What is Femily life?
Are virtual and physical relations equal? Such questions are
raucheting up a fow notches the lae-rwenticth-cennury con-
versation about “quality tme.”

Ironically, cven as fmilies prize their all-too-rare moments
of focr time, they find themsdves expanding their virmual
comnectiviry. Just as the freedom of anytime-anywhere work
morphs inm the mandare of 2ll4thetime work, Bamily mem-
bers arc beginning © carry around both office and home: 2ll-
wurk, all-fmily, all the tme. “In a way, they can never get
auay ram the Eamily,” says Charles Damab, an anthropology
professor at San Juse State University:

And so anocher dilemme arises: Are we trying 1o substi-
tutc onc impossible ideal of Emily fr anocher? Think virmel
Nomun Rockewell. The Walons meet the Jersons. Ferhaps
we shouldn't be asking how to frge more topethernes but
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whether it makes sense to judge Bmilies “tad™ or “good” by

Lisa Ress, 2 Miami-bosed public relations exeautive, arrived
at her 4-year-old sors Jewish proschool ane Friday 1o wach
his closs participare in 2 andle-lighting coremony, aaly m ger
2 crisis @l from a dient. She axwaaed her husband, who
rushed over to take her place in the audisnce. “Without tech-
nology, I might not have been eble 1 reach him so quickly,
and my dicot might not have been 2ble o reach me so
quickly,” says Ross, who also has 2 >-year-dd. “T was able to
satisfy my Emily’s needs as well as my dient's”

Such last-minwte sdutions, and other logistics, com-
prise the bulk of families' tech-assisted communications,
Darrzh has found, allowing for a sort of “just in time”
family management. But Darrah sces some downsides 1o
this immediacy. For one thing, there's 2 surprising lack of
privacy in this new room of the hause. “Feople never
know when they're gaing to be ‘in' their fmily,” says the
anthropalogist. Thar's one reason he personally eschews
cell phones and pagers. “Tb be honest, T don't think zbout
my family or anything clse during the day” he says.
“When T'm here, T'm really working ™

R many wired parents, though, such connectivity is
comforting Technology not only provides 2 safery net when

TOGETHER WHEREVER

¥vnenzndreg Saveri's mother-in-law was offered a
f‘;minq,dmm swing setrecently. she zapped Andrea
aemail and 2 digital photo. asking if her toddler wouid
cnguy having it in the backyard

Hardily 2 futuristic moment, concedes Saveri mother
of a 22-month old daughter. and a lead rasearcher at the
Institute for the Future in Menlo Park California But

it's 2 small example of the shared cyberemvircnment
that will soon be all-embracing and persisient. says
Saveri. "Anywhere families go. they can jump into &
shared space. It's umethered connectedness.”

Atthe Institure, Saveri’s team maps out how Lechnol-
ogy will aifect our lives decades from now. conducts
ethnographic studies of gadget users and racks relzted
rasearch. Among the ideas that now interest Saveri is
“shared browsing*—an application thal allows people lo
surftheVWebogether from separate locations. Virual to-
getharness is also the idea behind MIT Media Lab’s pro-
totype kitchen table with wall screen and “video tablets™
that familias can 152 1o access theWebtogether, creating
2 newalectronic “hearth.” says i1s developer. Ted Selker.

Not everyone finds comfort in such visions. Saveri
herself bought a cell phone just two years ago and is not
an avid\Web surfer. "I'd rather be cut hiking o gardening”
Goad ideas come from both cyberspace and her oan
backyard, and she welcomes them all, —AL

——

things go zwry but dsa gives tham a quick dase of Emily
life when they're away for the day or for longer “T love you
10l” Teres2 DurnThordarson BlackBerried her msbend
while he was on 2 rip bst Bl “What time do you gt
home twomorrow? The kids had 2 good first day of schod.
Tm surc they1l have lats to tl you. Tere. XOXO.™ Dunn-
Thordarsan is chief financial officer for Alvaka Networks, 2
company in Huntington Beach, California, that her huskand,
Oli, bunded. The auple has three young children, so Taos
vaucs being #He to reach Oli when be’s on the go. “It's noe
so much wha you say—it's knowing that you're connected
that gives me peace of mind,” she says.

Another charm of high-tech connection is that life's im-
portant moments don't have 1 wait undl everpme is back
in the same physical space. Mara Aspinall, m cxoutive ot
Genzyme ion, based in Cambridge, Massachusctis,
went over her boys' final report cards last spring even
though she was away on business. Her sons, u and m,
Exxed the gedes 10 her hotel and then called. “Thar was an
important milestone,” says Aspinall, who mavels ofien *You
wouldn't want to miss that or her about it lzer”

As Bmilies construct their new virtual rooms, they are
testing what kinds of emotons they an share on air. Bare-
bones emuil, for ommple, cm be easily misconsmued. Gl
Thordarsun once amailed his wife to ask if she'd sent out
a check; unwittingly, he used language—"What's going on
with this?"—thar offended her. “We've hed some spats thae
have grown out of email,” he says. By the seme token, vir-
wal commumication cm offer relief to divorced paremts.
“Email is 2 neuwal zoe,” saps Dawn Johnston, a oainer
with the Texas state health department and 2 mother and
stepmuother o five children. That same bit of distancing is
also a phus for some teens and college studers, who find
that apologies and confidences  parents come more casily
viz anail. And since so many kids use these tools o wlk
among themselves, “a perent who e arack the ende already
has an ‘in,'" says Cynthia Townley Ewer of the hame-
management website OrganizedHome.com.

Sdll, these uschul dismnoes cm swech the idea of o
getherness. Virual space is oarancly permeable. As you
chat with your huskend by coll phone, he nmy also be
emailing an officemate. Conversely, familics may sit togeth-
er in the same physical space bur sty conneaed elsewhere,
mmlttasking sodally. “Tt's not encugh to sit dowm 1o din-
ner or walk down the street—we have to have our ol
phone mnd BladkBerry out,” szys Naomi Baron, a linguistics
professor 2t American University and author of Alphabet w0
Emal: Hav Witten English Erobed and Where It’s Heading
(Routedpe). This will “radically change our notion of what
it means to be *present’ in 2 sodal relarionship,” Baron says.

So how far into this new roam of the house do we went
arc—give us the togetherness we yean for? For many, the
answer is 2 resounding yes, “Why do we sy the dectromic
docsnt anmt?” asks Saveri, the futurist. To Shiland, IM love
notes from her daughter coune. To Thordarson, email bal-

ool in 2 toolbox we use 10 (CONTINUED OX PAGE o8)

——
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Ping!

(COXTINVED FROM PAGE 43)

canrmmicare with cach other,” he argues.

But not everyone believes that the
twols are interchangeable. Paul Cleri, a
divorced father of three, has made
headlines in Massachusetts by appealing
2 custndy arrangoment—simikr o sone
seen in other states—that includes
twice-weekly webcam “visits™ with his
5sycarwld son and 2yearold twin
daughters. The visits are in addidon w
twice-monthly, in-person visits with
the children, who live in New Yark. As
Cleri explains his objecrions to the
plan, be finds himsdl having to de-
scribe the virtues of inperson visits
with 2 level of demail thar would have
sounded odd just 2 few yoars ago: T
like 1o pick my children up, give them
hugs, put them on my shoulders, tha
kind of thing,” he says.

For ll the cagerness to connect, there
are equally virl questons about how
technology changes something =t the
other end of the specrrum: Bmilies
ahiliry w separate. Consider thar rypical
) Hlace designed
for scparation: slecp-away camp. No
one tracks how meny camps allow par-
ems 1o cmail children, but a growing
numba do, printing out the missives
and distributing them like letters. (Few
camps allow children to email back,
due to 2 scarcity of computers) And
now most camps have websites where
digital photos cn be posted daily.

“I've had closing-day ceremonies
where 1] introduce the pason who
cnoked three meals a day for seventy
days, and theyll get polite applanse,”
says Steve Baskin, co-owner of two
camps in Marble Flls, Bxas. “T1l in-
oduce my webmaster, and they'll ger
a standing ovation.”

Jermifer Sevey, an Alewmdria, Vir-
ginia, high school teacher, became
“addicred” 1o daily Web glimpses of her
17year-old daughtar at a camp in Texas
lost summer. “T et as if Twas a part ol her
day,” she says, “that [ was thare with her”

Camp directors have mixed feclings.
Some 1ry 1o live up to families’ demends
for connexivity, yet they want 10 pre-
serve camp 2s an experience away from
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hame. “You dont want m szbotzge 2
child’s sense of accomplishment,” says
Rodger Popldn of Blue Ser Gmu;s n
Hendersonville, North Carolina.

Families that want limidess connec-
tivity may ultimatcly undarmine the
creation of trust and independence.
Thordarson, for exame, says that tech-
nology gives his 8-ycar-old son new
freedom. But it may come with strings
amached. The boy now bicycles the
neighborhood with 2 walkiealkie, and
carry 2 cdl phone equipped with GPS,
2 tracking system. “He may not be
home, but Tl know where he is and
how he got there,” Thordarson says.

Ferhaps we areasking the wrong fvors
of ecmology. Afier all, ideals of fmily

are rdarively new; says cul-
turel historian Jobn Gillis at Rurgers Uni-
versity. |t wasnit until Victorizn times that
perams and children expected to bve un-
dar the same roof day  day. In endicr
eras, offspring rich and poor boarded @ m
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should aske whether wgethemess s the
right yardstick of a Fmily’s success,
Some fmilies am be ematiomlly dose
each aher—by email Tedmology gives
us 2 wonderfully mobile new space to
dwell in, bur if wr come to cxpect
spouses and children o live constantly
in this portable mom, we may simgly
replace old comstraining ideas abour fm-
ily time with new ones.

The last dme Shiland’s daughter,
Devon, went to camp, it was an un-
wired experience. “T really felt it when
she went away,” Shiland reclls. Yes,
thar cmotonal connecton sill comes
from time spert in the same physical
space, she says. But the allure of high-
tech wgetherness is too great, in @ era
of aparmess, 1w ignore. This year, De-
wm will be at 2 new camp, one fully

equipped with 2 website and email.

Maggie Jackson, an awsrd-winning writer an
workife issues, is the author of What's
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