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PREFACE

Once I turned fifty, I began, as many of us do, to reflect on my life, to think about the choices I’ve made that have brought me to where I am today. When I look at these decisions now, I realize that they constitute the threads of a personal philosophy; my choices have been my means of thinking through and dealing with the unfolding process of my life. They have affected every aspect of me and my world, and collectively they speak for the way I perceive the environment around me.

I’ve reached a certain stage in my growth, in my maturing, that I feel is a fruitful period full of rich rewards and satisfactions. But with reflection and the insights it brings comes an understanding that everything changes and will always continue to change, even when, perhaps, we don’t want it to. It’s for this reason that I find myself focusing on and trying to make some sense out of what has happened so far on my journey; that is, I feel, the only way I can anticipate what will come next.

What I have come to see is that no matter how tough life can be, we can always keep our balance by concentrating on the choices that face us. It is always possible to choose, but being strong enough to do so is never up to anybody but us.

Until now, I’ve been writing about beauty and design, about rituals, ceremonies, and celebrations. I’ve rarely come out and addressed directly some of the hard issues we all have to confront from time to time. Though I have always emphasized the positive and fully intend to keep affirming it, with maturity I’ve also become acutely aware of the pain and suffering we each experience. These are the topics I feel I have to write about now.

Over the years, I have been privileged to find warm and extraordinarily articulate readers. I am at once grateful for and stunned by the volume of mail I receive—thousands of letters a year. I am continually amazed that by corresponding with people I know only through letters I have come into contact with thousands of kindred spirits, soul mates whose deepest values I share. Every letter is written by a person to whom I feel very close, and I read each of them with reverence. What my readers tell me has had a profound effect on my thinking and, in turn, on what I write.

With each letter I read, I wonder why a perfect stranger, someone who knows me only through my books, would write to me with intimate details of both the great joy and the great pain and anguish he or she has gone through. More than that, I am fascinated by the fact that there is rarely an ounce of self-pity in any of the letters I get. Since I turned fifty I have been spending more and more time reading and rereading the stories my readers tell me, opening myself up to them, seeing how they supplement and confirm my own life experiences, and gradually the answer has become clearer to me. I admire the courage and bravery that my readers have displayed in their own lives; they, in turn, find an echo, an affirmation, in the philosophy I have expressed, sometimes without really knowing it, in my books.

We all face struggles and conflicts, and we all want to deal with them courageously, with what Hemingway called “grace under pressure.” This is what is expressed over and over again in all these wonderful letters. Together, my books and the letters I receive are determined to affirm and confirm the necessity of living our lives with as much vitality and intensity as is humanly possible.

I often think of the choices my readers have had to make, and I thank God that I haven’t been placed in many of those situations myself, although I certainly have had to face my share of tough and difficult decisions. But just a sampling of what my readers have had to deal with in their lives is enough to show how painful the dilemmas we all might end up facing can be:

[image: common.jpg] Your teenage son is a drug addict and you must face the prospect of kicking him out of the house.

[image: common.jpg] Your husband is killing himself with alcohol and you must somehow intervene.


[image: common.jpg] Your mother is in the last stages of terminal cancer, and she has asked you to help her “stop the pain.”

[image: common.jpg] Your unmarried teenage daughter is pregnant.

[image: common.jpg] Your stepfather keeps making passes at you.

[image: common.jpg] You have started a business with a friend and discover that the friend is taking money from the till.

[image: common.jpg] Your newborn son needs a life-support system to keep him alive.

[image: common.jpg] Your parents have said they won’t go to your wedding if you marry the man you love, who is of a different faith.

[image: common.jpg] You find out that your sister-in-law is having an affair, and you don’t know if you should tell your brother.

All of these stories are real, and they are only a small portion of the ones my readers have told me about. In almost every case, though, and in all of the nine I’ve just listed, the person facing the dilemma overcame what seemed to be an insuperable problem and drew strength from it.

Like my readers, I believe we can all experience great pain and sorrow but still maintain a positive frame of mind. Everyone hungers for joy, and there is always something we can do to at least touch it, even at the worst moments in our lives.

There are very tangible things we can do every time we are confronted with tragedies or setbacks. We can take stock of ourselves and trust in the strength of our own inner resources. We can give ourselves the authority to be responsible for what happens to us, and to work our way out of it. We can be there for our loved ones in their time of need. We can come to a conscious decision to make our world better in many little ways, and we can see the quantitative change turn into a qualitative change. We can put grace and beauty into our lives.

What we don’t want to be told is how we should live or feel. When we choose for ourselves, relying on our own consciences and our own knowledge of what is right, we almost invariably end up doing what we must in order to solve the problems facing us, to be decisive and get on with the business of living. As Eric Butterworth wisely reminds us, “We can always choose how we’re going to react.”

It is to a great many people that I owe the insights that help me through my own life, and most of all to the readers who have shared so much of themselves with me. And now, as I’m entering the second half of my existence, I feel that I in turn have a debt of gratitude to pay back. I hope that my writing about the choices I have made, and the choices I have seen the people around me make, will be as helpful to others as my readers have been to me.
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1

PRINCIPLES


“You are your choices.”

—JEAN-PAUL SARTRE



KNOWING WHAT YOU WANT

The choices that make a significant difference in our lives are the tough ones. They’re not often fun or easy, but they’re the ones we have to make, and each is a deliberate step toward better understanding who we really are. When we make a decision, we get in closer touch with our feelings and our inner life. We choose in order to become ourselves.

We have the power to direct the course of our lives to a much larger degree than we may realize. But one of the reasons we often can’t make up our mind is because we can’t decide what we want to do. So, the first step when we approach any decision is to focus on and clarify what we want.


We’re faced with so many possibilities, so many options and alternatives. How can we look at a given situation objectively? Recognizing the role emotions play when we’re faced with a serious choice, how can we always be sure to act intelligently and in our own best interest?


…courage and
intelligence are the
two qualifications
best worth a good
man’s cultivation….

—ROBERT LOUIS STEVENSON
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It’s because of questions such as these that I love lecturing at colleges. The students are eager to make a difference in the world; they want to focus all their talents and passions on their goals, and they respond eagerly when I talk about the choices I’ve made and how they have helped me become the person I wished to be, professionally and personally. The most stimulating time in each talk is the question-and-answer period. I ask the young men and women what they want out of life, what they imagine themselves doing in five, ten, or twenty years. From their replies I have come to realize how difficult it is to make serious choices, and how many of them there really are. Yet I always come away from speaking to college students feeling happy and confident that many of them will affirm their passions by daring to take the leap of faith—by daring to express themselves.

The world seems increasingly complex, increasingly filled with ambiguities and unresolvable problems. The constant flux sets us whirling, and our options often seem complicated. All of us have the capability, however, to make solid choices that will work for us. Taking action is the key, but we can’t use that key unless we know what doors we want to open. So how do we go about making our choices?

There are basic principles, tools to help us through, but neither I nor anyone else can dictate the choices you will make. All I can do is encourage you to be brave and strong so that you will choose; not to do so may lead to the most awful loss of all: the loss of self, of opportunity, and, yes, joy. We’ve all, at times just hung back and done nothing and know how wrong we’ve been. We feel freest after we have made a hard decision on our own—and, after all, no one else will ever know enough about us to make the best choice for us.

The ability to make choices can be life-transforming. Nothing is preordained or predestined; it is our personal responsibility to choose for ourselves and live with our decisions. Simply doing so is a step toward freedom.

From as far back as I can remember, I’ve been fiercely independent. I first learned the importance of making choices when, at age seven, I began to tend my own garden. What my garden taught me is how inspiring it is to decide things for oneself. I pored over Burpee’s seed catalogues, trying out different varieties of lettuce and zinnias; I had some great successes and an equal amount of duds. I tended not to dwell on the crops that never broke ground or the tomatoes that rotted green on the vine. What I most vividly remember were the rewards: the exhilarating sensation of running out the kitchen door in the early-morning light before breakfast, with dew still on the grass, dodging spiderwebs, running barefoot to see what was cooking in my precious garden. I was the youngest serious gardener in town, and I felt grown-up.

Claude Monet, whom I admire very much, loved flowers and good food just as I do. He collected garden catalogues and seed packets on his travels. He experimented, took risks, and had great success growing things no one else even dared to plant at Giverny. Judging by the abundance and splendor of his gardens, I’m certain that if something didn’t work he’d rip it out and plant something else in its place. In the end, the real choice for Monet—and for me, and for all of us—was to create exactly the kind of garden he wanted, no matter what setbacks the process entailed.


Every man of
courage is a man of
his word.

—PIERRE CORNEILLE
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TAKING ACTION

In a commencement address at Wellesley College, the writer Madeleine L’Engle challenged the students to dare to make difficult creative choices:


We all have a marvelous combination of male and female within us, and part of maturing is learning to balance these two components so that they are the most fertile. It is only then that we are able to make creative choices and to understand that we do indeed have choices…. If we choose to remain ourselves, full of potential, then we can take whatever happens and redeem it by openness, courage, and willingness to move on…. When we believe in the impossible, it becomes possible, and we can do all kinds of extraordinary things.




She urged the graduates to make difficult decisions throughout their lives. Above all, she encouraged them to dare, to try, and always to choose.

Yet making choices requires taking risks and confronting our fears. What if we fail? What are the consequences? Decisions can be terrifying, since every time we choose something, we leap into the unknown. But regardless of risks, complexities, pain, or difficulties, there is everything to be said for wisely and courageously taking the plunge.

Whenever we make a choice, we must be willing to admit that we might make a mistake. It’s hard, because it’s something we will have to live with. Thus the most important thing is to think everything through before you decide; after that you just do it. Each time we hold back and don’t choose, it’s because we’re hoping to not expose our shortcomings. When I first began to write, every new blank page in front of me was terrifying; although I knew what I wanted to express, I was afraid that any editor would pick my work apart. Yet I persevered, and now I have ten books behind me. But the key was that first step. Being passive and hesitant keeps us from developing our potential.


A coward turns
away, but a brave
man’s choice
is danger.

—EURIPIDES
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There are never absolutely right or wrong choices, and the ultimate answers to our questions don’t always hit us like lightning. There is no one solution or path to take, no matter how long we ponder the questions. We will always live in a flowing stream of ambiguities and paradoxes, with the good and the bad, the gains and the losses. These dualistic tensions will always be there. Nothing is ever totally pleasant or painful, beautiful or ugly, lucky or unlucky. There are no pure choices; if there were, every decision would be easy. Life’s mysteries aren’t true-or-false questions.


Courage conquers
all things.

—OVID
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Even when we know better, we like to fantasize that life will bear us painlessly toward our goals. It doesn’t. Who ever fooled us into thinking we wouldn’t get old? Who promised us that our lives would be spent in nothing less than perfect health? Who tricked us into thinking that money and power would bring us even a modicum of contentment?

Alan Watts tells us that “good without evil is like up without down.” Likewise with our choices: each and every one of them isn’t necessarily going to bring us closer to ultimate truth, success, and enlightenment. We try to be truthful, but once we admit that the choice we made didn’t work, it’s far easier to let go. We tried our best. As Emily Dickinson once said, “I dwell in possibilities.” We do, too; what we choose to do, what we decide not to do, no matter what the outcome, will always be a daring act. Whenever I make a decision that turns out to be wrong, I then make the choice to back off. It doesn’t matter if I made a mistake or if someone hurt me: when I make a decision I always feel an immediate sense of relief from knowing that I’m being honest with myself. I always get that wonderful sense of being back in control.

We often have to make a choice to get a monkey off our back or to walk away from an ugly situation. Certain choices we make inevitably leave us feeling empty and sad; but not to choose will make us feel worse.

We plow through a maze of alternatives, we weigh the options, and we struggle to distinguish right from wrong. Not all our choices along the way will be momentous, but they will all be active. We may make a decision that is contradictory to what we actually want; but, on a deeper level, we know we must not follow our heart, but our conscience. Our heart is in love with someone who is married, for instance, so the right thing to do is choose not to act on our desires.

We are all victims at some point in our lives, when the choices we are faced with are beyond what a human being should bear. I once knew a young man who developed cancer of the eye, and the only way his doctors could hope to check the disease was to remove the eye. The young man couldn’t bear to face the loss and refused to undergo the operation. But chemotherapy failed, the growth metastasized, and within a year the young man was dead. Tragedies don’t go away by denial. Many choices makes us feel vulnerable and most involve fear, but all require action.


No one can rob us
of our free choice.

—EPICTETUS
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In 1977, when my mentor and boss, Eleanor McMillen Brown, retired at the age of eighty-eight as president of the design firm she founded in 1922, I quit. Looking back at it now, I realize that my decision wasn’t exactly earth-shaking, but at the time that’s how it felt to me. I could never work for another boss. Even though I knew that I had to go, I became overwhelmed with apprehension. Leaving this old, established firm was risky to my career, to say nothing of my sense of identity. At Mrs. Brown’s design firm I had a salary and clients. If I started my own company, I’d immediately have a payroll to meet and rent to pay. I had no capital and two young children. I’d be starting all over from the beginning. Did I have the talent, luck, energy, and the perseverance to pull this off on my own? Would I be successful? Could I earn a living? How long would it be before I’d make my own business profitable? Would I enjoy being “the boss”?

Even when we clearly understand the choices we must make, they’re not easy. We’re forced to trust in ourselves and our resources. Knowledge and a clear understanding of what is best for us unfortunately don’t ease the pain, fear, and panic of having to take action. The reality—that Mrs. Brown had grown older and chose to retire—had altered everything profoundly. My job at the firm would never be the same. Did I have the courage to face this truth, to accept the reality and take the necessary steps?

I knew what I had to do—we always instinctively know—but the devil was tugging at my sleeve, telling me to stay. My job was safe and dependable. After all, I had my daughters to raise. Why risk failure? Why gamble away my financial security? Why put myself on the line? The situation was far from black and white. It wouldn’t be all bad if I stayed. I had good friends at the firm, which had an excellent reputation and one of the best client lists in the country. There were lots of talented people who helped on each project. I had no idea whether I would be able to attract the same quality of clients on my own or, if I did, to be able to do the same caliber of work.


Heroism…is
endurance for one
moment more.

—GEORGE KENNAN
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On one hand, I never wanted to leave the firm. In the back of my mind, I’d fantasized that eventually I could become president. I had been there long before my two children were born, and my job had lasted through one divorce and my marriage to Peter Brown. The comfort of its continuity had smoothed some of the rough edges in my life. This was a painful crossroads for me because I loved the firm that had allowed my career to blossom.

Peter and I went to New Orleans for a long weekend to think my decision through. I knew what I wanted to do, but I was still afraid. Although I ate good Creole and Cajun food, out of sheer nerves I still managed to lose weight. Because of my emotional involvement with Mrs. Brown, it would have been virtually impossible to volunteer to leave her firm while she was still there. But here I was, faced with the truth. My mood swings that February weekend ran the full gamut from believing in myself, knowing this was an opportunity to be seized, and wanting to pretend I was having a bad dream. I weighed the consequences with Peter and decided the benefits of leaving outweighed the drawbacks. My choice to quit might turn out to be unwise, even disastrous, but I was going to do it. I’d start my own firm, Alexandra Stoddard Incorporated. I made the active choice to take the risk and dare be myself.

When I told Mrs. Brown I was resigning, I made it clear that I was not giving up design. Much to my great joy, Mrs. Brown gave me her blessing. If anything, our friendship deepened after that evening.

Even the choices that are practically made for us are rarely easy. I’m not talking about aesthetic choices, choices of taste or preference, even though I’m more than aware how difficult it is for people to make up their minds on that score. Matters of selection, where the consequences are incidental, are not choices.



This is the mark of a
really admirable man:
steadfastness in the
face of trouble.

—LUDWIG VON BEETHOVEN
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Many people tell me they make big decisions all the time, but to make real choices is never painless. Whether to have fish or chicken for dinner is not a choice. I select one or the other based on my mood or the availability of fresh fish or whom I’m with. But choices are not preferences. Choices are serious and often have significant repercussions. Everyone suffers from the pain of making a decision; people who think they have no difficulty making choices are kidding themselves. To really choose, to really open up to greater possibilities, we must be willing to admit our vulnerability and take the better, harder road.

Self-deception, however, runs deep in human nature. If all choices are hard and require effort, no wonder so many people evade them. Even William James, the psychologist and philosopher, the great champion of pragmatism and free will, had difficulties making up his mind. When he was struggling to give up his lecturing at Harvard in his later years, one day he would write in his diary, “Resign,” the next day, “Don’t resign,” the third day, “Resign.”

THE CHOICES TO MAKE

With each decision, we should be convinced that we’re doing the best we can under the circumstances—best for ourselves, best for our family, best for our loved ones, and, possibly, best for society as well. A woman I know, a highly respected professor at a prestigious East Coast university, made a very difficult choice for which I admire her greatly. Her husband, a professor in another field, had been offered a post at a state university in the Midwest. Since the couple’s last major professional decision had been to move to the East Coast city so that she could teach at the prestigious university, she felt it only fair that this major decision should revolve around his career; it was hard for her, but she felt that maintaining mutual respect in the marriage was more important to her than academic laurels. The results benefited everyone. Her husband is now the head of his department. The couple’s children are thrilled to be living in a big house in the country instead of a cramped city apartment. The woman herself joined the midwestern university’s faculty, which was very glad to have her. Under her direction, her new department has become a powerhouse in her field and rivals her old university in prestige. Her sacrifice, the choice that had been so hard to make, has not only made her life and her family’s life better, but has literally made the world a better place.


The strongest
principle of growth
lies in human choice.

—GEORGE ELIOT
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There are only two kinds of choices available to us. First, the active: we make something happen and live with the consequences. Or we may choose to not make a choice; we weigh the facts, decide the price of change is too high and make the choice to live with things as they are. The second kind of choice, the more dangerous, it seems to me, is the postponement of choice. Procrastination results in apathy, discouragement, and depression. Whenever we turn our backs on what we know we need to do, we turn against our higher self. We forego the power to do something positive, to turn the situation around, or open new doors. At times we all want to think about problems tomorrow, but we lose sleep unnecessarily because we forfeit facing the truth. Our inability to confront the heart of the matter causes anxiety. Truth is always the right choice.


The difficulty in life
is the choice.

—GEORGE MOORE
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There is no magic in tomorrow; we can think things through rationally today. There are times, many times, when we just have to look truth in the face, bite the bullet, no matter how nasty or dirty or unpleasant the situation may be, and move on.

An amazing paradox is that it is really easier to be courageous than to be a coward. Once you get over the initial fear of plunging into the unknown, with all its dangers and snake traps, the mere fact that you dared to face a hard decision becomes your ally.

What we can teach ourselves to do is say yes and make a choice. We assess our situation with as clear a head as possible. I find it helpful to get out a piece of paper and draw a line down the center. On the top of the left-hand side I write “good,” and on the top of the right-hand side I write “bad.” I don’t leave a space for “thinking about it tomorrow.” This exercise has become a ritual to help me through specific problems. I see a choice before me—all I have to do is make it.

This habit of writing down what is and isn’t going for you as you enter into a decision doesn’t guarantee smooth sailing or sunny weather in the days ahead; it simply helps you to do the best you can right now.

Again, there are never perfect choices or ideal times to make them. A friend confessed to me recently that she is torn in so many conflicting directions that she doesn’t want to climb out of bed in the morning. We can’t wait for perfect solutions; there aren’t any. Perfection is a myth, something to strive toward but not be paralyzed by. It’s a waste of time, talent, and creativity to feel that we must make the perfect decision—marry that perfect guy, write that perfect play, paint that masterpiece. What often happens is that we don’t act at all. None of us had perfect childhoods; none of us have perfect spouses or children. None of us






















THE REWARDS OF CHOICES
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