
“Quality Inspector No. 9,”
Tom Martin calls Mabel, his
slump-shouldered, chocolate
Lab-ish partner in patrolling
Westbury Gardens Condomini-

ums. Martin, the president of
the condo owners’ group,

focuses on maintenance
— the roofs that need
repairing, the paint that’s
peeling, the live oak
that’s too close to one
townhouse’s founda-

tion. Mabel has other
issues. She sniffs trees,

gathering the canine news of the
day and leaving a few updates of
her own.

Martin says that he’s trying
to learn people’s names, not just
to identify them by their dogs
— “John” would be much better
than “Coco’s owner” — but still,
he seems to know every resident
of the condos’ 230 units: among
them, musicians, teachers,
actors; a minister, an auditor, a
lawyer, a building contractor,
a woman who works at Home

Sandy Mansfield decided she’d had
enough.

“As of today, I’m declaring my Facebook
page a Politics-Free zone,” she posted.

The Woodlands resident wouldn’t post
about the presidential election anymore,
she pledged. She hoped her friends might
do the same. “Let’s all take a deep breath,
step back and remember that we are
friends — in spite of our political views,”
she urged.

Mansfield — who watched her Facebook
feed turn over the summer into a hateful
parade of insults and arguments — isn’t
alone. In a Pew Research Center survey,
18 percent of adults said they had blocked,
unfriended or hidden updates from a
friend because of a political post. Thirty-

seven percent of people
who post political content

said they’d gotten some

strong negative reactions. And that was
in January and February, well before the
election season heated up.

Political fighting over social media
reached fever pitch during the parties’
national conventions in August and early
September, and the rancor is likely to pick
up again Oct. 3 with the first presidential
debate. The presidential election is just six
weeks away, but for some, it can’t come
soon enough.

Linda Cowles likes to post informative
articles about the issues, and she likes to
read the articles her friends post. But she’s
had just about enough of people calling
each other “zombies” and “terrorist-loving
commies.”

Cowles, 62, a recently retired nonprofit
executive director, calls herself an
independent. And she has been horrified
by the “vicious” tone of friends’ partisan
posts. She questioned a friend’s remarks
about Obama voters the other day, and a

few seconds later she was bombarded with
nasty retorts from people she didn’t even
know.

“Some of the responses were just
downright belittling: ‘How can you be
so stupid to think any other way?’ ” said
Cowles, who lives in Pearland.

“It’s not just, ‘I disagree with you,’ ” said
Ed Truitt, 56, of Houston. “It’s ‘X is better
than Y, and you’re an idiot because you
don’t think so.’ ”

Truitt, an IT security analyst, has
experienced the same whiplash feeling
with Facebook friends and acquaintances.

“It’ll be fine until you manage to push
one of their hot buttons,” he said. “Then
they proceed to unload on you, and it’s like,
‘What the heck just happened to me?’ It
gets very personal and very uncivil.”

It’s not just Facebook, of course.
Truitt said he finds politics on Twitter
“equally annoying.” But only 15 percent
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Westbury Gardens isn’t your typical condominium
LISA GRAY On the place that is Houston
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Getting tired of all the election
snark on Facebook?
Have you unfriended
someone over her views?
You’re not the only one.

“It’s not just, ‘I disagree with you.’ It’s ‘X is better than Y, and you’re
an idiot because you don’t think so.’”

Ed Truitt, who is dismayed over uncivil diatribes posted on Facebook and Twitter

By AlysonWard

Mara Davenport illustration / Houston Chronicle

someone over  her views?

Mara Davenport illustration /  Houston ChronicleMara Davenport illustration /  Houston Chronicle

Bettina Siegel loves cup-
cakes, shops for groceries
at the sameHouston stores
as everybody else and
works at packing healthy
lunches for her two kids.

“I’m not a foodNazi,”
she says.

When the house empties
eachweekdaymorning,
however, the lawyer turned
writer, blogger and advocate
turns her laserlike focus on
the food served in public
schools here and around
the country and the broader
question:Howdo you raise
healthy children in today’s
sugary, salty, super-sized
food environment?

In her blogs, the Lunch
Tray and the Spork Re-
port, Siegel writes about
controversies ranging from
pink slime in the cafeteria
to birthday cupcakes in
the classroom. She tries to
represent themillions of
school children dependent
on schoolmeals— “a group
that doesn’t havemuch of a
voice.”

She alsomaintains an
open conversationwith
parents.

What do you dowith
the kidwhowon’t eat
vegetables? (She has one

Issues on
her plate:
from pink
slime to
cupcakes

SCHOOLS

Bettina Siegel is an advo-
cate for children who eat
at school cafeterias.

J. Patric Schneider

By Claudia Feldman

Lunch continues on G9

Shoo the flu
before it gets you.
Protect your child from the flu this season.Flu vaccinations
are available at more than 45 convenient neighborhood
locations – call 281-351-KIDS [5437] for the one nearest you.

281-351-KIDS | texaschildrenspediatrics.org
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Dear Abby:
My husband and I have

beenmarried 10 years.
At every company he has
worked at, there was al-
ways a female he got close
to — sometimes a little
“too close.”We have had
counseling. Our counselor
has told him his behavior
is destructive in a mar-
riage and he should be an
“open book” for as long as
it takes to rebuild the trust
in our relationship.

I recently found that he
has changed all the pass-
words on his email and
computer accounts. Need-
less to say, I am seriously
disturbed by his behavior.
He hasn’t said anything
about it, and I think he’s
waiting for me to ask him

why. I think
he wants
to make
the point
that his
“privacy” is
being com-
promised,

but I also suspect there is
another newwoman he’s
interested in recruiting.

I’m tired of these games.
I don’t knowwhether
it’s worth the energy to
once again pursue the
reasons for his behavior,
or to finally walk away
because I don’t think he’ll
ever change. I really need
advice. Please help.

Running Out of Energy

Dear Running:
Because you are tired of

the games, stop participat-
ing in them. Obviously,
what your husband has
done is a red flag. Tell him
you know he has changed
his passwords, and it ap-
pears to be an attempt on
his part to close a chapter
of what’s supposed to
be an “open book.” If he
attacks you for looking,
remind him that with his
history of serial infidelity
you would have to be out
of your mind not to.

Forgive me for appear-
ing negative, but if after
10 years the two of you
haven’t been able to fix
what’s missing in your
marriage — even with
the help of a counselor —
there is nothing more I
can suggest.

Dear Abby:
A longtime friend of

mine, “Blanche,” was di-
agnosed with Alzheimer’s
several years ago. She let
me know that once she
reached a certain point
in the disease she did
not want to be paraded
around for others to gawk
at.

That time came about
a year ago, but I still pick
her up every Sunday and
take her to church. It’s the
only time she gets to leave
the nursing home, and
she loves it. The people
at church give her hugs
and go out of their way
to treat her well and she
feels it.

My question is, am I
wrong in going against her

earlier wishes?
Friend in Arizona

Dear Friend:
I think you are. Your

friend clearly stated when
she was in her right mind
that she did not want to be
an object of pity. By going
against her wishes, you
have taken away her right
to be remembered with
dignity. And while it was
done in a well-meaning
way, I don’t agree with it.

Dear Abby:
I’m a woman in my 30s

and I’m facing the seri-
ous decision of whether
to have children or not.
What I’d like to know is,
do people who choose not
to have children regret it

later in life? I appreciate
your response.

Curious in Texas

Dear Curious:
Some probably do, but

according to the mail I
have received, most of
the women I hear from
have no regrets. In fact,
last year I heard from a
number of parents who
said they regretted having
taken on the challenge
of parenthood. So, while
having children can be
rewarding, it is clearly not
for everyone.

www.DearAbby.com
Dear Abby
P.O. Box 69440
Los Angeles, CA 90069
Universal Press Syndicate

Change in passwords is red flag to serial cheater’s wife
DEAR ABBY
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CAPE COD,Mass. —
Here we are in the town
of Chatham, following
the rule:When you’re a
tourist, do as the other
tourists do.

What they do in
Chatham is gather in
noisy gangs at a local
fishing pier, and wait for
the boats to come in and
unload their catch.

But watching dead fish
get unloaded is not what
draws the tourists. They
come to see the seals that
hang around the pier, hop-
ing tomake ameal out of
the fish that fall off boats
during the unloading.

Seal watching is big in
this town. It may be as
popular as bird watching,
or even whale watching,
which is available here,
for a price.

I like the seals. They
have friendly faces and
a playful demeanor, and
at times they seem aware
— and pleased— that so
many humans have come
to see them.

These seals attract
more than tourists. Out
yonder in the deep blue
Atlantic, off the coast of
Cape Cod, there are great
white sharks. And they
eat seals.

Sometimes the sharks
come in close to shore,
hunting seals, and this

makes headlines in New
England. At least one
great white has been
sighted since we came,
and it led officials to
close parts of Chatham’s
beaches to swimmers.

The great white is a
serious fish. The biggest
ones measure close to
20 feet and can swim 40
mph. I know that because
I looked it up.

But we also hear
conversation about these
sharks in restaurants and
onMain Street. The popu-
lar wisdom is that great
whites aren’t really inter-
ested in attacking humans,
and if one does grab you,
it’s because it probably
thinks you’re a seal.

All this shark talk is
interesting to me. You’d
think the economy
of a tourist town like
Chatham, with its beauti-
ful beaches, would be
damaged by a shark sight-
ing. I see no such sign.
This place is still wall-to-
wall tourists, looking for
a place to park, long after

Labor Day when “the
crowds” are supposed to
have departed.

It’s almost like the
shark report increased
visitor numbers — people
wanting somehow to get a
look at the thing.

If any Houstonians
were among them, we
haven’t yet met.

But I’m betting we will.
I doubt there’s any place
on the planet you could
go without running into
Houston people.

I’ve met them on a ship
in the middle of the At-
lantic. In crowded parks
in NewYork City. In the
bleachers ofWrigley Field

in Chicago. On Reforma
Avenue inMexico City.
Once, we traveled almost
as far north as you can go
in Scotland, andmet two
couples from Jacinto City.

My guess is that a few
of these summer homes
here in Chatham are
owned by Houstonians.
I know one is at least
partially Houston owned
because we’re renting it.
And it’s a great house, far
bigger than we need. The
ownership is given here
as theMacDaniel broth-
ers. Our contact among
those brothers is Gibbs
MacDaniel of Houston.

This house is around

160 years old, but it’s been
restored and it’s solid and
tight. And fully equipped,
including Internet service
that will send this sen-
tence to Houston.

It was built for Stephen
Howes and his wife,Mer-
cy Gills Howes. Howes
was a sea captain, and at
night I have no trouble
feeling his spirit floating
along the downstairs hall
on his way to the kitchen.
Or sitting in the living
room, telling stories about
themany ships that have
wrecked on thewicked
shoals off Cape Cod.

So now it’s time for
us to pack up andmove

on, and I’m feeling the
frustration of coming to
a wonderful place like
this, and trying to write
about it. Soon as you get
your bags unpacked after
arrival, the deadlines
announce that you’ve got
to write something, right
now.

So you poke your head
out the window and look
around, and rush here
and there and ask a few
questions, and grind out
a couple of pieces. And
after they get in the paper,
you start getting mes-
sages from home, from
people who know and
love this place.

They’ve lived here, own
property here. They tell
you the best things to do
and see. They say if you
don’t do this or that, you
haven’t even been here.

The frustration is that
when you get helpful
messages like that, it’s
already time to leave.

We’re headed back to
NewYork to greet the
new grandchild, as I was
telling you last Sunday.
See you on down the
road.

blog.chron.com/leonhale
leon.hale@gmail.com
Leon Hale
P.O. Box 130828
Houston, TX 77219

Doing the tourist thing on Cape Cod
LEON
HALE

Shark sightings haven’t scared off tourists visiting Cape Cod’s Lighthouse Beach
in Chatham, Mass. An increase in the seal population on Cape Cod has led to
increased sightings near the shore, including great whites.
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of Americans have Twitter
accounts, while more than half
have joined Facebook.

That’s a significant increase
from the previous presidential
election, when only 8 percent
of Americans had Facebook
accounts. In Election ’08, the
candidates were on Facebook
and Twitter while most citizens
were still using email to for-
ward pictures, stories and ugly
rumors to a short list of friends
—who read it alone, unable to
join an immediate choir of com-
mentary.

For many, Facebook isn’t a
tight circle of close friends; it’s
where we keep up with distant
relatives, old high school bud-
dies, coworkers and the kid’s
soccer coach. And those people
have viewpoints — and ways of
expressing themselves — that
sometimes surprise us.

We’ve all seen the comments
about Obama fans “drinking
the Kool-Aid.”We’ve read con-
spiracy theories about Rom-
ney’s tax returns. And haven’t
we all — on both sides of the
aisle — seen enough “empty
chair” jokes to last a lifetime?

Heather Says, a hoop dance
instructor who lives in Spring,
has blocked updates from
friends on social media who
post too much about politics.

“Oh yeah, I have, absolutely,”
she said. “It’s just some people.
I just can’t take it.”

Says, 30, enjoys a good politi-
cal discussion. But she has seen
way too manymean-spirited
pictures and cartoons this year,
along with rumors (“Michelle
Obamawas disbarred!”) that
could be debunked with a
Google search.

“People feel so muchmore
bold on Facebook,” Says said.

“They’ll say anything, knowing
they don’t have to see you face-
to-face.”

Her friends don’t spout all
that ugliness offline, she points
out.

“I always tell my husband,
‘I wish I could hang out with
these people and have real
debates,’ ” Says said. “But when
we get together, no one wants to
talk about it.”

All this opinion-sharing
should be a good thing, says
Homero Gil de Zúñiga, director
of the Community, Journalism
and Communication Research
collective at the University of
Texas at Austin. He studies the
way new technologies — in-
cluding Facebook— affect civic
engagement and the political
process.

“We have evidence that social
media, when used in a par-
ticular way, actually enhance
political participation and civic
engagement,” he said.

The Pew survey in early
2012 revealed that 36 percent of
users believed social media are
“very important” or “somewhat
important” to them for keep-
ing up with political news. And
it’s good for democracy, Gil de
Zúñiga said, when our online
friends are of all persuasions.

“We’re finding that because
your network is larger online,
you are going to be exposed to
heterogeneous networks,” he
said, “people who are different
from you, have different think-
ing and different views.”

And that’s great, he said.
Except when all that difference
of opinion dissolves into name-
calling and tacky jokes.

“When things get out of hand
is when people polarize,” Gil de
Zúñiga said. “They get rein-
forced in their ideas, and that
doesn’t help democracy. The

liberals becomemore
liberal and the conser-
vatives becomemore
conservative; they don’t
listen to each other.”

That’s why people
are hiding updates
from the friends who
irritate them. They’re
using browser extensions
that will automatically hide
updates with political content.
They’re posting funnymemes
and e-cards that make a joke of
the political acrimony. Or, like
Mansfield, a 68-year-old retired
banking officer, they’re posting
pleas for an end to the sniping.

“It would be so much better
for the whole political conversa-
tion,” Cowles said, “if every-
body remembered what your
mama always said: If you don’t
have anything nice to say, don’t
say anything at all.”

That might work for some.
But Ben Canales, 45, says it’s
fun to argue politics online.

“I certainly post stuff, if
it’s something pertinent,” he
said. “The discourse is more
important than avoiding
discourse.”

The key, he says, may be to
limit your audience. Canales,
who works in construction
administration, keeps his
Facebook friends list limited to
people he really knows.

“Everybody knows where
I stand and I pretty much know
where they stand,” he said, so
he can debate the issues with
his friends instead of just trad-
ing insults with strangers.

Matthew Conner, 28, said he
views Facebook “as a political
avenue.” Of course, the Uni-
versity of Houston senior is
chairman of the campus College
Republicans. His friends in-
clude Republicans, Democrats
and a few Libertarians, and he
likes to post articles and start
discussions about politics, even
if it gets ugly.

“I’ve been called names
before, and I’m pretty sure any-
body who’s posted stuff on Fa-
cebook has been called names,”
he said. But to Conner, that’s
OK: “Without talking about
these key issues, it wouldn’t re-
ally be America.”

For some, these online dust-
ups are no big deal; Truitt said
he’s glad to have friends with
whom he disagrees.

“I don’t want to
lose connection with
these people,” he
said. “I don’t want to

get into a position where I’m in
an echo chamber.”

But for others, election
season has been eye-opening;
they’ll never see some friends
the same way again.

“The problem I’m having
right now is deciding how
much I want to continue my
friendships,” Mansfield said of
the posters of some downright
hateful content. “In some ways
they’re my friends, but in other
ways we have gone in different
directions.”

She’s even gotten flack from
the folks who agree with her
on the issues.WhenMansfield
declared her page politics-
free, one friend responded in
all caps, callingMansfield a
“PACIFIST” and scolding her
for “GIVINGUP.”

“I’ve got friends on both sides
of the fringes,” Mansfield said,
laughing.

alyson.ward@chron.com

Facebook fights:Will we still like each other Nov. 7?
Facebook from page G1

Facebook users
are expressing
their weariness
with ecards
designed on
Someecards.com.

Someecards.com photos


