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			I started trying to write some version of this book more than twenty years ago

			I’d start then stop then start again

			I always ended up putting it down

			I wasn’t ready

			I finally am

			On a hilltop in Petaluma, California

			I buried the woman who wrote much of what’s on these pages

			The woman who was tougher than tough

			I buried the part of me that was filled with

			Self-loathing self-criticism self-hatred and self-judgment

			I buried the combative angry controlling version of myself

			On that hilltop I asked for forgiveness from God

			For the pain I caused myself

			For the pain I caused others

			And for the pain they caused me

			That process was extremely emotional and deeply revealing

			It was liberating

			It has given me a new beginning

			I never imagined I would write a book of poetry

			I never imagined writing poetry would help me embark

			On a journey deep into myself

			I never imagined that everything I sought or thought I needed

			Was within me all along

			What I found in writing poetry is that

			You never know where it will lead you

			But if you remain open

			It just might lead you to your own Open Field

			The poetry within these pages comes from

			The front lines of my life

			I’ve learned that many of the things I write about in these pages

			Are felt by millions of other people

			Which is what led me to finally think publishing them was a good idea

			This is a book about love and longing

			Loss and liberation

			Heartache healing and hope

			It’s about finding the light and love within and all around

			It’s about being in communion with all the different parts of oneself

			It’s how we mend our hearts and souls

			It’s how we find our way home

			Ultimately, it’s about surrender and salvation

			Because I’ve learned that while our paths vary

			We are all on a quest of our own

			Your quest can help guide mine

			And mine can perhaps help guide yours

			My hope is that while reading these poems

			You will feel there is healing and freedom on the other side

			Of the trauma, the pain, the regret, the judgment

			You may have experienced or may be experiencing

			Freedom from the self you think is you

			Freedom from that harsh dark voice that lives inside of so many of us

			We all need compassion for ourselves and love for ourselves

			We all need to forgive ourselves and accept ourselves

			For once all this is given

			Healing can arise

			Climbing the mountain that is me has been excruciating, grueling, and deeply emotional

			But also freeing

			It was a climb that only I could do

			It’s not something one can outsource

			And you can do the same if you so choose

			There is no doubt in my mind about that

			This book is dedicated to all those

			Who are brave enough to make that climb

			And it’s dedicated to my beloved children, grandchildren,

			And my entire family

			It’s also dedicated to all those who loved me

			And tried to love me along the way

			You know who you are

			I see you and I love you

			I really do with my whole heart and soul

			Until the end of God’s time

			Love always,

			Maria

			

		

	
		
			
			Out beyond ideas of wrongdoing and rightdoing,

			there is a field.

			I’ll meet you there.

			—Rumi, thirteenth-century Persian poet and mystic

			

			Out beyond wrongdoing and rightdoing

			Out beyond fear, expectation, and judgment

			Out beyond shame, pain, and grief

			There’s an Open Field.

			I’ll meet you there.

			—Maria, 2025

		

	
		
			Reflections

			I am Maria.

			Believe it or not, it’s taken me a lifetime to be able to say that and feel it was enough. That may be somewhat surprising, but stick with me here, and I’ll try to explain.

			Searching for the authentic Maria—uncovering, discovering, and recovering her—has been a challenge for me all my life. For decades I couldn’t see her, because I was looking for myself in all the wrong places.

			Of course, I didn’t know it, because I thought I had the self-awareness thing down cold. In fact, in 2000 I published the bestseller Ten Things I Wish I’d Known Before I Went Out into the Real World because I wanted to share all the lessons I’d learned about love, marriage, kids, and how to navigate your way into a high-powered career—everything I thought you needed to know if you wanted to “have it all” in this life, as I thought I did.

			I was forty-five years old at the time, and I ended the book with “I’ll get back to you in ten years.” That’s when I just knew I’d be ready to publish a self-congratulatory update on how extraordinarily well I’d done by continuing to apply those same ten lessons to my own life. In fact, I was sure I’d be able to come up with ten more pithy bits of hard-earned wisdom about love, marriage, kids, and career by then.

			But when I did turn fifty-five years old, I was in no emotional shape to write a book. In fact, I was barely able to get out of bed. So much for my delusions of self-awareness.

			Well, now I’m into my sixties, and thank God, I’m up and out of bed, standing on my own two feet. Getting here hasn’t been easy, but I’m grateful to have finally learned some real hard truths about life and about myself that just might be worth passing on.

			You may be wondering what on earth took me so long to see these truths? Trust me, I’ve asked myself that question a million times. But I now understand that I couldn’t have known these truths until I learned them—and I couldn’t have learned them until I lived them—and I couldn’t have lived them until I had to.

			I had to when circumstances forced me to break through my lifelong, industrial-strength wall of capital-D Denial, so I could come face-to-face with the self I had left behind—the self I had buried under a pile of relationships, accomplishments, titles, and false beliefs. No one did that to me. I did it to myself.

			So under all of the rubble, I had to ask “Who was Maria?” The beginning of getting some real answers came when I started writing poetry.

			

			•   •   •

			I’ve always loved poetry. Years ago, I discovered Mary Oliver’s poem “The Journey,” and it spoke directly to my soul. When I turned fifty, a friend gave me a copy of Derek Walcott’s poem “Love After Love,” and I felt like it was written for me and about me. And then I discovered the poet and mystic Rumi, who talked about that field “out beyond wrongdoing and rightdoing.” Over the years, I’d even taken a stab at writing poetry myself, but I always seemed to just skim the surface of what I was feeling inside.

			But now all of a sudden and to my surprise—in the darkest period of my life—when I sat down and put pen to paper, all the stories I’d been telling myself, all the walls I had built up around myself, started to fall away, and what I was actually feeling poured out of me in the form of poems.

			

			•   •   •

			When many people think of poetry, they think of rhyming couplets or Shakespearean sonnets. I did, too, and that made the idea of writing poetry intimidating to me. But once I gave myself the permission to just write down whatever I was feeling—words that were true, that were raw, that made me feel vulnerable, that didn’t even have to make sense—I found that poetry was the way for me to express what was buried deep inside. All of a sudden poetry didn’t feel out of reach to me anymore. It didn’t have to rhyme, it didn’t have to fit into a certain structure, it didn’t have to have narrative cohesion. It just had to be true. So true, it often shocked me.

			As someone who’s written several books and countless speeches and essays over the years, I thought I had already uncovered much of what I wanted or needed to say about my life. But when I discovered poetry, I found a new voice inside me. I felt my heart cracked wide open and my soul was set free.

			Since then, I haven’t stopped writing poetry. It has given me a path to freedom that I’ve never felt before, and it is how I’ve been able to address most directly and authentically the truth of my own past and present reality—and my hopes for the future.

			

			•   •   •

			I’ve ripped many of these poems out of a place of fear, shame, confusion, and darkness—a place I’d buried deep within me decades ago. Writing them often made me feel ashamed—and I would cry and shake as I read them back, stunned at what had come out of me.

			Eventually I embraced the fact that through my poetry I was able to give voice for the first time to my lifelong anxiety; my lack of self-worth; my persistent feeling of emptiness, longing, and loneliness—and that giving voice to all that was a good thing. And it’s turned out that revealing my reality to myself—the fragmentation, the isolation, the anger, and the fear—hasn’t been as painful as hiding all of it from myself for all those years.

			

			•   •   •

			You see, I grew up in a big, competitive Irish Catholic family, where you didn’t sit around and talk about your feelings. You went out into the world and had an impact. The bar was set high, and I mean really high. When I looked around my family, I saw that if you weren’t doing—if you weren’t serving, if you weren’t striving, if you weren’t accomplishing and accomplishing BIG—then you weren’t even seen. You really didn’t even exist.

			In our family, achievement brought visibility, recognition, and acceptance. That’s the way my family lived their lives, and I saw them changing the world and being acknowledged and honored, even revered, for it. So naturally a child surrounded by all that would believe that overachievement was not only expected of her, but would give her worth, self-worth, and visibility within the family and out in the world. And even more important, overachievement out in the world would bring what every child craves more than anything: love. This child believed that was the secret to getting her mother’s love and attention.

			In fact, one of my earliest and happiest memories of connection with my mother was on the campaign trail with her.

			

			•   •   •

			It’s 1960, and I’m almost five years old. We live in Chicago, and we’re standing outside in the freezing cold in front of a great big office building. As people rush in and out of the revolving door, my mother is stopping them, handing them leaflets, introducing herself, and asking them to vote for her brother, John F. Kennedy, for president. I mimic her—stopping people, giving them leaflets, asking them to vote for my uncle Jack. I really don’t understand exactly what it is we’re doing, but I know my mother is in her zone—changing minds, getting votes, helping her brother achieve his dream. I like it too—even though I’m freezing my ass off—because I can feel that I’m making my mother proud. I feel useful, I feel good, and I feel loved.

			

			•   •   •

			My uncle Jack’s subsequent victory brings a whirlwind of change into my young life. In what seems like a minute, my family is packing up and moving from Chicago to Washington, DC. My parents hit the ground running and never look back.

			My mother immediately starts pressuring her brother to create a President’s Panel on Mental Retardation, which he does. It’s my mother’s favorite cause, in honor of their intellectually disabled sister, Rosemary. At the same time, my mother is also turning our home and our big backyard into a summer camp for hundreds of children with intellectual disabilities and dedicated volunteers—a camp that will eventually grow into the International Special Olympics movement. And my father? He throws himself into scouring the country for “the best and the brightest” to serve in Uncle Jack’s cabinet. He then goes on to start the Peace Corps, the War on Poverty, Head Start, Job Corps, Legal Services for the Poor, and so many other programs that changed our country and the world.

			

			•   •   •

			Our new home becomes a home base for people who believe they, too, can change the world for the better. On any given weekend, the home I share with my parents and brothers—plus twenty dogs, horses, pigs, chickens, a monkey, and a snake—is exploding with Kennedy administration officials, priests, nuns, doctors, scientists, social workers, businessmen—all of them mixing and mingling with wide-eyed Peace Corps volunteers, idealists from around the country, and people with intellectual disabilities from Camp Shriver. It’s chaos, and everyone loves it.

			

			•   •   •

			I wanted to love it, too, and I often did. But the crazy, nonstop world my parents created also felt overwhelming to me, at times. The busy-ness swirled all around me, and I often felt alone in the middle of it—a feeling exacerbated by being the only girl in a family with four brothers.

			To escape the chaos, I would often head off by myself to the stables to find peace and companionship with my pony. Being with her helped calm me, gave me a place to be myself and to be by myself. Sometimes I’d even sleep in the stables to find a space of my own away from the whirlwind swirling around what was the Family Business: people, politics, purpose, and service.

			

			•   •   •

			
			But making room for myself to think, dream, or simply be just wasn’t something my parents understood. They were people of action. That’s what they respected, and it’s what they expected. They ran a house where you weren’t allowed to sit down for even one second, otherwise you’d hear, “What are you doing sitting down? Get up, get out, and do something to help others!” My parents wanted us to live out the dictum my grandmother had drilled into all of us: “From those to whom much is given, much is expected.” At home, I heard that over and over again.

			And when I went out into the world, it felt like there were even more expectations to fulfill. Everywhere we went, people greeted us with squeals of excitement and appreciation—their reaction to the Kennedy accomplishments, glamour, wealth, fame, and great teeth and hair.

			
				“Hey, aren’t you a Kennedy? Which Kennedy are you?”

				I would say, “I’m Maria.”

				“No, no, no! You’re Caroline, right?”

				“No, I’m Maria. I’m Maria.”

				“Aren’t you Bobby’s kid?”

				“No…”

				“Wait! You must belong to Teddy then!”

				“No, I’m Maria! I’m Maria Shriver.”

				“But you’re a Kennedy, aren’t you?”

				“Yes, but I’m Eunice’s daughter.”

			

			Disappointment would cloud their faces. Then they’d brighten:

			“But Eunice is a Kennedy, isn’t she? So you’re a Kennedy, right? Right? Can we get a picture with you? Can we touch you? We love the Kennedys! We wanna say we met a Kennedy!”

			Enough experiences like that, and the message was burned into my little brain: Maria isn’t enough. Being Eunice’s daughter isn’t enough. Being a Shriver sure isn’t enough. Being Maria Shriver for double sure just isn’t enough. Fighting that message and changing that narrative became my lifetime motivation and goal.

			

			•   •   •

			So as young as I was, I made a pact with myself. I promised myself that this child who felt invisible both within her huge, high-profile family and out in the world would work her butt off to become so successful that people would stop asking her which Kennedy she was. They’d stop being disappointed when they learned who she wasn’t. I promised myself that people would just plain know me:

			“Hey! There’s Maria! That’s Maria Shriver!”

			I figured when people finally knew me, I would know me. I promised myself I’d get so very good at something—anything!—that even my parents would have to stop and take notice of me. And in that promise to myself, my grit and determination were forged.

			

			•   •   •

			So first I came up with Plan A: I’ll become a champion horseback rider! Great idea, I thought. I loved horses, I loved riding, I loved competing, and I especially loved the power and the freedom I felt when I rode, so I dove right in. Eventually, I got so good, I started winning ribbons and championships and thought, “Hey, maybe I’ll go all the way to the Olympics!” But then I discovered boys, and whoops! The horse shows fell off my radar.

			Okay, on to Plan B: I’ll become a supermodel! People had always told me I was pretty, so I thought I’d go for it. I daydreamed about having my name and face on magazine covers all over the world. I practiced modeling bathing suits and demonstrating beauty products in front of the bathroom mirror. But then I discovered Dunkin’ Donuts and pizza, and that one went out the window too.

			Undeterred, I went on to Plan C: I’ll become the first nun in the family! Yes! I was at an all-girls convent school, and I saw how much respect the nuns got from everyone—especially my parents, who seemed to idolize nuns and priests. Yup, that’s it! I’ll become Mother Maria, and I’ll start schools and missions. That’s how I’ll help people and change the world!

			But then I saw The Sound of Music, where I heard the Reverend Mother tell the young nun who ironically shared my name, “Maria, these walls were not meant to shut out problems. You have to face them. You have to live the life you were born to live.” I remember sitting in the movie theater feeling like she was speaking directly to me, warning me I wasn’t cut out for the convent. And then when I learned that nuns took vows of poverty and chastity, that sealed it for me. I raced home, ran into my bedroom, slammed the door shut, threw myself on my knees, and prayed, “Dear God, please, please don’t call me to become a nun!” (And by the way, apparently the nun thing didn’t look so good to the Maria in the movie either, because she left the convent and married an Austrian. Hmmm…)

			

			•   •   •

			The truth is, what really dashed my girlhood plans and dreams were the life-shattering events that happened out in the real world: the assassinations of my uncle Jack when I was just eight years old and then my uncle Bobby when I was twelve years old.

			In the wake of these public tragedies, the outside world stopped cold in its tracks, but no one in my family seemed to stop for one minute. No one stopped to cry, no one stopped to talk, to grieve, no one stopped to offer comfort, certainly not to me or my brothers. For me, it was confusing, even terrifying. I could feel that these events rocked the world and ruptured my entire family’s life, especially my mother’s—but she never spoke about them to me or anyone else. Neither did my father. They both dug in and carried on.

			I learned how to cope with trauma, loss, sadness, and grief by doing what everyone in my family seemed to do: annihilate the feelings by pretending they didn’t exist, shoving them down by working more and harder—not collapsing, not talking about the pain, not giving up, and most important, not giving in. What I heard was, “There are so many other people out in the world worse off than you! Buck up, act strong, put a smile on your face, get back out there, and be an example. I don’t want to hear another yip out of you, not now, not ever!” And they didn’t.

			So even in those times of trauma, when I felt so unsafe, the mantra was still, “From those to whom much is given, much is expected.”

			

			•   •   •

			My parents did all they could to make that mantra come to life. They wanted me to be self-sufficient, tough, and grateful. They didn’t want me or my brothers to be spoiled. They wanted us to understand our privilege, to recognize that those without resources, very often without hope, lived very different lives from ours. And they felt it was important for us to personally experience how others lived and do all we could to make a difference.

			To that end, they sent me to live and work with people very different from myself. I lived in a hogan on a Navajo reservation in Arizona. I lived with a family in Bethel, Alaska, in the dead of winter. When I was fifteen, they sent me to West Africa to live with a family in Tunisia, where I worked with children. The following year they sent me back to Africa to work alongside Peace Corps volunteers in Senegal. I know their hope was that, like them, I would find a passion for a life in service.

			Well, the truth is I didn’t find passion for service on the reservation or in the snow or the streets of Tunis or the fields of Senegal. But in all those places, my grit, my determination, my independence, and my individuality did take root and grow. And it all made me realize that if I didn’t figure out what I wanted to do with my life, my parents were more than willing and capable of figuring it out for me. And if they did, they’d send me off to the Peace Corps, or sign me up as a Special Olympics director, or even worse, run me for office. Needless to say, I was determined none of that was going to happen to me.

			

			•   •   •

			Thank God that in 1972, Plan D revealed itself. That’s when presidential candidate George McGovern chose my father, Sargent Shriver, as his vice presidential running mate. At the time, I was still living in Senegal. Out of the blue, I was told to pack my bags and come home immediately and get to work on the campaign.

			Before I knew it, I was flying all over the country with my dad as he went from campaign stop to campaign stop. On the campaign plane, when there were no seats left in the front with him and his team, I was relegated to the back. And that’s when my life changed forever.

			Because that’s when I discovered that the real action wasn’t in the front of the plane where my family sat, analyzing and strategizing with their campaign advisers. No. To me, it felt like the real action was in the back of the plane, where the journalists were—working and talking and laughing and competing with one another. All day long, the reporters asked questions and got answers. Watching and listening to them was exciting and made me feel alive. What they were doing appealed to my natural curiosity, my interest in how others lived and worked, and my desire to make a difference.

			“This is it!” I thought. “I don’t belong in the front with my family. I belong in the back of the plane with these people!” The reporters from newspapers, wire services, and the radio and TV networks were the only ones on the plane who actually seemed to be having fun. And not only that, they had what I thought was the more important and interesting job: telling the world what the politicians were thinking, saying, and doing. To me, the reporters were the ones who were framing the debate, crafting the story, telling the country what was really going on. To me, there seemed to be more power and influence in the back of the plane than in the front. Bingo! I was hooked.

			I thought to myself, “This is how I’m going to get away from my family and politics and still be in the much-is-expected-of-me game! I’ll be a television journalist! No one in my family does that. I’ll become my own person, do my own thing, build my own identity, have my own life, achieve my own accomplishments. And I’ll still be able to make my grandmother and parents proud, because I’ll go out and find and tell the stories of invisible people in need. My work will shine a light on the problems they face and hopefully uncover solutions.”

			Finally, I had a real plan! What a relief!

			Well, the McGovern-Shriver ticket went on to lose the election and lose big—and my father’s crushing defeat made this seventeen-year-old furious. The idea that Richard Nixon was considered a winner and my father a loser pissed me off. The Family Business of politics disgusted and enraged me. The unfairness of it, the hypocrisy of it. To me, politics now meant assassinations, chaos, loss, grief, and humiliation, and I hated it. It all made me more convinced than ever to pursue my own personal trajectory, to get as far away from politics as I could get.

			So when I was twenty-one and had just graduated from Georgetown University, I started applying for jobs at local television stations. And then two months later, something beyond my wildest dreams happened to me. I met my very own Austrian—and my world shifted seismically.

			

			•   •   •

			Thirty-year-old Arnold Schwarzenegger looked and sounded different from anyone I’d ever met before—and his career in championship bodybuilding was as far away from politics and my family as I could ever get.

			My attraction to him was instantaneous. He was brash, funny, charismatic, and most intriguing and appealing to me, it felt like he was a free spirit. He wasn’t burdened by others’ expectations or demands. In other words, for me he represented freedom from everything I wanted to run away from and everything I wanted to run toward.

			

			•   •   •

			In many other ways, he also felt familiar. I felt at home around his relentless drive, his competitive energy, his larger-than-life personality. He wasn’t threatening or scary to me. He felt a lot like people in my own family. Like me, Arnold was also in the Big Expectations business. He was someone I could share my dreams with, and he wasn’t intimidated by them, because his were as big if not bigger than mine. He told me “I want you to go for it, and I won’t stop you—because I want to go for it, too, and I don’t want anyone to stop me.” Now that might not sound romantic to you, but to me, it was a turn-on.

			So off we went. We started dating while each of us pursued our individual dreams—his to become a big movie star, mine to become a big network morning news anchor. Neither of us ever doubted the other’s dreams, and our individual work ethics helped fuel each other’s ambitions.

			

			•   •   •

			First, I got myself a local television news job in Philadelphia, and I moved there. I knew people at the station were skeptical about “the Kennedy Kid” who showed up in the newsroom, so I knew I had to prove myself. I started working my way up from the bottom by working my butt off. I took whatever they threw at me and ran with it. I worked the overnight assignment desk. I monitored the police scanner. I made coffee for everyone. I didn’t break when the news director screamed at me in front of the newsroom. I kept my head down and continued to work and work and work.

			In time, I got promoted to the day shift. I went out with reporters to help them on their stories. I logged their tapes in the edit room. Then I moved to a station in Baltimore. I worked behind the scenes some more. Then I got a job as a soundwoman on a camera crew out in the field. From there I worked my way up to be a producer. I worked and worked and worked in the trenches. All of it made me even more determined than I was already.

			Then after a couple of years, I made what was for me a really big personal decision. I decided to leave behind everything and everyone I knew on the East Coast and move to the West Coast to be with Arnold full time. I told my mother it was temporary, but in my heart I knew it wasn’t.

			My family was shocked and worried. You see, no one understood my relationship with Arnold. They all thought it was just a rebellious phase I was going through and that I would for sure grow out of it. After all, Arnold was a Republican, a bodybuilder, and someone who said he wanted to be a movie star. He lived in a two-bedroom apartment and wore a Speedo. He was as far away from Washington and Hyannisport as I could get. They thought I couldn’t possibly be serious. But I knew differently. I had always felt I would need someone different from what I had grown up with. As the only daughter in a family with four brothers and dozens of male cousins, I knew it would take a strong man to deal with all the testosterone swirling around in my family. And I knew it would take someone who was independent and confident to deal with me.

			I was driven, relentless, independent, hyperfocused—in fact, very much like my mother. She was, in many ways, my role model. In Arnold, I felt I had not only found my match, but also found a partner who’d keep me safe—safe from the world, safe

			
			

			•   •   •
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