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Dedication

To my beloved daughters, Alexandra and Brooke.
I am continuously proud of you and blessed to be your mother.
You bring me great love, joy, pleasure, happiness, wisdom,
and inspiration every day.





Epigraph

Live within the present,
without regretting, fearing,
or hoping for anything.

—PIERRE HADOT
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Preface

When my daughters were young, my duty as their mother was to teach them things I thought they should know. It was not entirely a one-way street, but certainly the responsibility was weighted on my side. As time passed, I found that things I wanted to teach them were often enriched by their own insights. The balance of who was teaching whom became more even.

This new book is a mixture of things I feel are important to tell my daughters and things they want me to know. The wonderful reality is that almost none of this is purely one-sided—with the exception of my aversion to technology! Most of these essays reflect a merger of minds and hearts, and, because of the evolution that has transpired, this book’s point of view is wider and deeper than that of Things I Want My Daughters to Know. I have been incredibly moved by the shared wisdom we have acquired as we’ve matured.

One of my gifts to my daughters and my readers is my thirst for knowledge. The lives of great thinkers through the ages are rich and insightful, and I want to share their teachings through my own prism so you can apply these lessons in your own life. I feel a strong desire to express some of the powerful forces that have shaped mine. Sharing the wisdom of the brilliant minds I’ve studied over the past forty-five years is deeply satisfying to me, and I treasure this opportunity to pass their words along to my daughters and my readers.

One of the most important lessons I want to teach my daughters is to grow old vigorously—continuously stretching their minds—and to remain vitally engaged in a full, generous, and happy life.
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Embrace the Changing Balance in Your Relationship

Your whole past was but a birth and a becoming.

Grown-ups never understand anything for themselves, and it is tiresome for children to be always and forever explaining things to them.

—Antoine de Saint-Exupéry

When I wrote Things I Want My Daughters to Know, my daughters, Alexandra and Brooke, were young adults. Now they are middle-aged! Even then, as I shared in my essay “Listen to the Wisdom of Your Children,” I paid attention to my daughters, and found their company more stimulating than that of many of our friends. Their evolving wisdom and our growing love for one another is profound.

Of course, the love parents share with their offspring is a different kind of bond than that shared with a best friend from college, but it can be a closeness and mutual respect that is solid over all the years. When Alexandra and Brooke speak to me, I take what they say seriously. On their advice, I bought our cottage, and when we sold our apartment in New York City, they persuaded us not to buy another apartment in the city but to live in Connecticut full-time. I am strongly influenced by their advice and teachings, their thoughtfulness and concerns. Since we don’t always think the same way, my daughters and I are able to learn from one another new ideas that can open our minds to thinking with an illuminated perspective and help us to do things differently. I have a tendency to not like to hear sad news. Occasionally, when Alexandra or Brooke has something serious to tell me, they’ll suggest that I listen and really hear what they’re saying.

Everyone who knows me understands how I feel about motherhood. I loved raising my daughters and had fun. Looking back, I feel I was a natural mother because I enjoyed being with them. We did interesting things together in the city and on our international trips every August.

A few years ago, we were all together for Thanksgiving, in Maryland, at Alexandra’s house. As the banquet was being prepared, I was playing games with and losing badly to my whip-smart grandchildren. Brooke’s daughter, Cooper, was walking her stuffed animals in a baby stroller. My husband, Peter, was seated in his favorite chair in the sunroom, petting Alexandra’s family’s golden retriever, Homer. As I looked around, seeing a beautifully set table, gleaming silverware, sparkling clean glasses, and flowers in abundance, a sudden realization jolted me from my reverie while I was adoring my family: this moment was a dream come true.

I revere my daughters and grandchildren, and to see them living so well, with order, beauty, rituals, and celebrations, made me acutely aware that now, when we are together as a family, we cover four generations with an age spread of eighty-seven years. Even though this process has been a gradual revelation, it dawned on me completely, at that exact moment, that our relationship now reflects a wonderful change, from maternal to the best kind of mutual love, caring, respect, and friendship. My heart was bursting with pride and honor. All these years of my taking care of my daughters have ever so gradually evolved into their not only taking care of themselves and their families but also being able to advise my husband and me as we grow older.

I know for certain that Alexandra and Brooke have solidly good values, and if I were to give them advice about their lives, I’d praise them for their character and how they conduct themselves, encouraging them to carry on as they are doing and cling to their unwavering principles.

The times we are together are precious moments I treasure and store safely in my memory bank to draw on when we’re not face-to-face. What’s especially poignant and lovely is how these times together with my grown daughters’ children echo the joy I felt as a young mother raising my daughters themselves. Having the blessings of grandchildren is like going back in time and getting caught up in the joy all over again. The stark difference between being a mother and being a grandmother is that the mother has all the heartaches and worries and does all the hard work. I’m now allowed to play around with the grands. What could be a greater gift?

I melt when a granddaughter wants to sit next to me at a meal, the way my daughters did when they were young. Alexandra and Brooke would trade places for dessert. I marvel at children’s affection for their parents and grandparents. I tried not to spoil my daughters, but when I became a grandmother I stopped trying. My grandchildren are too precious for words.

This gradual evolution from a point where we had a hierarchical status to one where we share insights and wisdom has been richly rewarding. My daughters and I are now on an equal playing field; what was once vertical is now horizontal. Together we have bridged the divide. There is a parallelism here of our coming together to help one another. These two adult women, who happen to be my loving daughters, are just as concerned that I have a happy and fulfilling life as I am interested that they do.

Over the years they have taught me new insights about their generation, cultural matters, politics, and the toys of modern civilization, as well as the pace of modern life. So often, I think of something in a new way because of an insight they’ve shared with me. Their lessons are sharp, often funny, and wise. These young women know things my husband and I don’t, and I find it moving that they care enough to share their education and information with us. Their advice is never demeaning but always profoundly helpful.

After all, when people love us, they tell us not only what we want to hear but what we need to know. Who knows me better than my daughters? They have the informed perspective to continually make intelligent recommendations. We developed and grew into this ongoing, reciprocal relationship that is a source of great strength and support to Peter and me. As we mature, we evolve and grow, learning from everything around us. No matter how old I am, I will always have more to share with my daughters and will look for ways to be useful to them. This balance of give and take, teaching and learning, helping and receiving help, gives us mutual confidence and hope.

All of the events in our lives have led to an expansion of knowledge. I have an open mind and an open heart as I am continually learning from the great minds throughout history, my readers, my audiences, my daughters, and, indeed, everyone I meet. I haven’t stopped growing now that my daughters have reached maturity, nor have they. Our intellectual bank account keeps expanding.

My daughters’ contributions to my understanding and point of view are profound. What a blessing it is to have this wisdom go both ways. From the things they are trying to teach me I have learned how smart and wise they are, making this a delightful exchange, a two-way street where our love and understanding grow each year.

I hope some of the remarkable insights my daughters have given me will prove as valuable to my readers as they have been to me. A friend sent me a letter her mother wrote her that she said was the most beautiful letter she had ever read:

 

My Dearest Paulette, Daughter,

It is 3:27 a.m. the day we call Memorial Day. I have just finished Traveling with Pomegranates. I can really understand why you loved it so. I think my favorite lines are “It’s the channel where the souls of a mother and a daughter open and flow as two separate adults, woman to woman. It is, I know now, a place created through necessary loss and necessary search and a reinvention of the whole relationship.”

—SUE MONK KIDD

It is for me, the time to tell you just how proud I am of you as a mother, wife, daughter and you as a person. I am at peace knowing you will be able to handle anything that comes your way.

So our relationship has been “reinvented”! It truly is on a different level woman to woman—the child I loved so is gone—grown into a woman I love even more. If I died tomorrow—my soul can rest in peace for you.

The night now is dark and very still—very misty, lots of fog; good for the spirits to travel through! I’m not doing anything today (Monday) that I don’t want to do. I would love to hug you! Although physically we are far apart we are so fortunate because for us the bond between mother and daughter is unquestioned and unyielding. Just a message from one woman to another.

 

Love, Mom, Charlene

The dynamics of our relationship have changed. We are now communicating person to person. The more my daughters feel happy, free, fulfilled, and unrestrained in their lives, the greater my joy. My love and respect for them have no bounds. If I sound like an adoring mother, this is a fact, and my words are the truth.

I will continue to embrace the changing balance in our relationship all my life with sincere gratitude for the devotion we share.

 

Never on any account ... allow any hostility to grow up between yourself and a child.

—Maxwell Perkins
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Cultivate the Ideal Pleasure of Everyday Life

Hurry up and live, and consider each day as a completed life....

He who believes every day that his life has been complete enjoys peace of mind.

He enjoys the present without depending on what does not yet exist....

He does not hurl himself toward an uncertain goal, for he is satisfied with what he has. Nor is he satisfied with little, for what he possesses is in the universe.... “All this belongs to me.”

—Seneca

Balance is the essential ingredient for a good life. When we are balanced, we are mentally, psychologically, and emotionally stable, prerequisites for lasting happiness.

In order to achieve a state of equilibrium, a harmonious whole, we have to cultivate the grace of inner peace and contentment available to us. Why is it that many of us resist lifestyle adjustments that would improve our health and well-being? Why can’t we move toward our center now and form good habits in our daily lives in order to find more ways to seek greater value and meaning before there is a crisis? Living well requires great thoughtfulness in being able to achieve this internal balance and sustain it over time.

Everyone wants to find more pleasure in their everyday life. While I’m alive I want to feel radiant and vital. I want to feel the rapture of being alive that Joseph Campbell wrote about. I want to follow my bliss. I want to experience the wonder of possibilities. I want to become well adjusted, spending as much time as possible being fully engaged in all the simple daily pleasures that I know from experience will feed my soul.

I love my daily rituals and take enormous pleasure in the process of almost everything I do. Even the little things I’d rather not do—like shooing an irritating buzzing fly out the window of my writing room—I do, because all of them are for my own benefit. I’m determined to make things work out as well as humanly possible, no matter what the outer circumstances. For me, it is a matter of pride and self-respect that, for the most part, I’m able to control myself. And while I try to understand my limitations, I’m also aware of my strengths. I have a burning desire to live an orderly life of integrity rather than the alternative of chaos and mindless superficiality.

Many diverse factors play key roles in how we balance our inner lives. In order to even dream of the ideal pleasure of everyday life, we need to identify our core values and uphold the standards that support our even keel and inner calm. In order to strike a judicious balance, we need to become more open-minded and less judgmental and to acquire the skill of being reasonable, of being able to see the big picture from all the different points of view. Nothing is as simple as black and white or yes and no. Everything has shades of gray, and the brighter the sunlight the deeper the shadow.

I am extremely empathetic to the masses of people who are dissatisfied with their lives. But it is only intelligent to appreciate what we have and continuously seek and find the deeper significance from the humble, caring, quiet, often unrecognized daily activities we perform.

It’s amazing how the Golden Rule helps me remember that we should try never to do something to someone that we would not want done to us. While we all appreciate our great freedom and flexibility, being able to follow our own schedules is crucial to our ability to function well. While we all have the need to be open to others, because that is the essence of life in the human society, we should be wary of being too open. We all need doors to close and need to have others respect our boundaries without our having to explain ourselves.

The more we know and understand our own needs, the better we’ll be at acting appropriately with others. Our intuitive perception will increase our own awareness of a situation. We will have a visceral feeling, sensing what is the best way to act. Intuition is our sixth sense, making us more sensitive in our interactions with others. Love is paradoxical because sometimes it is most thoughtful to leave people alone. Most of us want more privacy and time by ourselves than we have; this is especially true of parents. We all, especially caregivers, have many people who depend on us. All of us sometimes want and need to just walk away to clear our heads.

I can only imagine, after she’s made all the necessary arrangements for her family, how luxurious it must feel for my daughter Alexandra to fly alone to New Orleans to see her best friend, temporarily leaving behind her husband, children, dog, and work. Everyone needs a break from their daily responsibilities, constant interruptions, and other people’s demands on their time.

Whenever I fly or take a train, I bury myself in my work. I don’t make eye contact with the people I’m squeezed up against. This is my time, and I carefully guard it.

Alexandra always looks forward to walking her dog, Homer. Sometimes she is joined by her children, but she really needs this time to think and to be in her own company, free from obligations to others. If Alexandra doesn’t invite someone to join her on her walk or an errand, it is because she wants to be alone. In an overwhelmingly crowded schedule, these mini escapes are essential to her well-being. When we plan our time wisely and we look forward to something, and anticipate it, we deserve to see to it that we follow through with our plan.

Alexandra’s children adore Aunt Brookie and can’t get enough of her when we’re all visiting. They want to sit next to her at meals and spend all their time with her when they can. One morning when Brooke popped up to run to Tom’s News Stand, Nicholas, Anna, and Lily wanted to go, too. Alexandra explained to her children that once you’re a mother, sometimes, no matter how much you love everyone, you crave a moment’s peace and want to be alone. We can all identify with this feeling. And there are times when a few moments here and a few moments there may not be enough.

Healthy boundaries go both ways. Respecting the wishes of those whom we care most about makes for mutual satisfaction in a loving relationship. I remember one Easter when Alexandra canceled coming to Peter’s and my cottage in Stonington, Connecticut, because she had a cat that was dying. Not everyone is a cat lover, but a cat lover would never leave a dying cat. This is a good example of having healthy boundaries. Obviously, Alexandra knew that I’d be disappointed, but she also knew how much she needed to take care of her sweet cat, Lesieur. I have such respect for her doing the right thing under the circumstances.

Sometimes, we are the ones who have to disappoint other people’s plans. Often their expectations can be more imaginary than realistic. In social situations and especially when family is involved, a great deal of diplomacy is required in order not to hurt people’s feelings, while not doing something that isn’t the right fit for you at the time. All of us bend over backward for others at certain times in our lives and are able to make loving sacrifices, especially in periods of celebration, crisis, or illness. Most of us make an effort to please others, but sometimes people try to put demands on us that would be inappropriate or disrupt our own well-thought-out decisions, made on the basis of information we choose not to share with them. There is no reason we should have to explain the details of our circumstances. You can’t possibly plan your life with any intelligence and integrity if you overextend yourself.

There is so much about all of our lives that appropriately should remain private. We should not feel under any obligation to explain all the graphic details of our specific situations. The pressure we feel should be the demands we put on ourselves, not the commands of others.

There has to be an invisible line we draw in the sand where we ourselves don’t cross over and won’t allow others to overstep. We are all striving to gain more control over ourselves and learn how to put our time to the most rewarding use. This, of course, is an evolving process. When we do arrive at a state of personal awareness, we want to do whatever it takes to sustain this sense of equilibrium, knowing how fragile we can be when we extend ourselves beyond what feels comfortable or
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