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			Introduction

			So here is why.

			This is an account of our lives together, of your life and mine.

			You own your life. You will shape it and assemble the pieces. Often you will be bitten on the ass by it. But it’s yours and it comes with the possibility of structure and form and clarity—and, of course, disaster and regret and multiple failures. The abbot of Ampleforth described his school’s philosophy to your inquisitive grandfather by saying, “We prepare the boys for death.” Rather appropriate, I thought. It will make the actual living of life sweeter.

			How are you going to build a life and make a coherent narrative that is yours alone? That is the question I want you to consider. What do you want from life? It’s worth asking time and again at every stage. That includes asking yourself: Who am I? Who do I want to be? How can I achieve this? A litany or a song, if you will: should I, can I, will I, ought I? Only you can ask and only you can answer.

			My job is to illuminate and interpret life for you, to guide you and discipline you—or nudge and nag, as you might say. I will range over the scale, from soft crooning and gentle lullabies to hoarse yelling and guttural screaming, but accompanied by much (all right, some) middle ground of straight talk and laughter. My friend Andrea, mother to two boys in Australia, describes it thus: “I scream all day and I drink all night.”

			I want to peel apart the sticky palimpsest of contemporary motherhood and reveal to you the hidden horrors and private joys of adult life that we hide or gloss over in the amnesia of daily living. How much should I tell you? And what should I absorb into the silent order of motherhood? When should I let you take a peek at all the shit, in real time, so you and your siblings are armed as adults with examples of how to survive and thrive? I have tried to tackle my own sweaty middle-of-the-night lament: why the fuck didn’t my mother tell me that, teach me that, warn me about that then?

			It did not occur to me until fully ten years into it that this job of mothering could be approached in a written, directive way. All my mothering had been done verbally and on the fly, but one night when you were ten and everyone was finally asleep, I picked up my pen.

			Originally I wrote this as an act of desperation, in response to a series of dramas that visited our family: addiction, illness, depression, job loss, and death. It was a rearguard action, an attempt to sort out on paper how to cope with life’s more extreme circumstances. Then, over the years of writing, as I answered that question, the less urgent but more important issue of how I could teach you to craft a meaningful life took hold. I knew that neither religion nor school would help you address this “mortal question”—that it would be up to me.

			So these are my observations on navigating life. Why share them with you now? Because I have learned some worthwhile things that you might benefit from. Also, the discipline of translating life into words might make me live it better, for me and for you.

			I am not writing a book to groom you for or guide you to professional or academic success. My goal is rather to give you tools that might help you engage with the world and flourish. Think of this as a kind of bath-time wisdom that I have had to make for myself to fit some logic to the day’s events.

			First, if you are to go into life with someone—a child, a partner, a colleague—know this: you can’t change them. Learn this quickly, learn it well and embrace it. We all want to bend others to our will. And sometimes you will be in a position, at home or at work, where it will seem the most natural thing to do—you may even feel you have to do it. The impulse and the imperative will be to make them see things your way, do things your way, follow your way. It works for a while. And then you will see that the other is not you.

			Second, cede your moral judgment to no one. Ever. This takes daily commitment. To commit to what you know to be right, or to what you want, you must know yourself. People and crowds, social circles and coworkers, even complete strangers, will bring their egos and experiences with them, their ideas and opinions, their prejudices and bigotries. Listen and filter. Enjoy, listen, and filter. But be your own judge.

			This doesn’t mean that you won’t or shouldn’t be influenced and informed, entertained and enervated, challenged and sickened by people and events. That is part of the joy of being in the world, being fully in life. But you can and should learn to be a person of substance and to bring to the world a system of values and discernment that you own and articulate.

			Last, be kind. There is strength in the plainness of the word and the act. Try it daily. You have an obligation to bring to the world that which is good. It does not have to come with religion but it might. Remember going to St. Matthew’s on Sundays? You were required, not to believe, but simply to be present for an hour once a fortnight.

			I also want you to know that these lessons need to be learned very early in life. The formation of a person, her or his soul and spirit, and subsequent responses, pathologies, and habits (knee jerk and otherwise), takes place very, very early. That is why this will be finished by the time you go to university. I am hoping that you will march into the world with a loving text that will guide you through at least some of life’s weirdness and wonder.

			I am learning, as I write, how to navigate my own life, so you are reading (if I am lucky and the actuarial tables hold up) the first half of my life’s experience and observations. You will see how I have tried to build and design a life while living it, and how I have tried to do so without succumbing to greed or fear or idiocy. It is a gamble—to reveal myself to you and to reveal the larger truth of what is going on under the surface of family life.

			I want you to know who I am and to think about who you want to be. I will explore life from multiple points of view: mine as a woman and mother, and yours and your siblings’ as three teenagers wriggling on the brink of adulthood.

			What does it take to keep a family together as everything around us is falling apart? What does it take to raise you and raise oneself?

			I will look at what you, as you emerge into adulthood, teach me about sexuality, gossip, beauty, pain, friends, drugs, music, and social media. And, where useful, I will share with you some of my darker struggles and weirder moments, so that you can see what lurks behind the welcoming maternal facade: the fear, fury, and fatigue that motherhood and life as a woman can provoke.

			Sometimes I feel I am waging a counterinsurgency for, with, and against you. I overhear you, spy on you, and love you. Sometimes I want to hit you, and often I want to run from you. I know your clothes and books, your jokes, your frenemies, and your obscure YouTube finds. I can only vaguely intuit your busy sex life.

			You three have shown me how to live more on the edge: with wonder and less fear. And certainly, I think, with more style. I laugh with you and at you and more often than not I lay my head on the kitchen table at the end of the day and—knowing how soon it will end—wonder at the absurdity of our tiny, closed world.

			I have been softened and hardened by motherhood. I am slouching toward wholeness. I am outnumbered by you, three to one, but I’ve been willing to give it a go as I navigate the tragic, the joyful, the painful, the shitty, the mad, and the mundane journey of life.

			You will find in these pages a series of reflections and observations on friends, cooking, conversations, honor, work, money, travel, judgment, sex, civility, restraint, hedonism, critical thinking, poverty, money, aging, sickness, and death. And you’ll see that wisdom has nothing at all to do with age. We, your parents, are only grown-ups because you expect us to be—because you think we are.

			There are certain things that a mother should teach her children: like how to recognize when one’s efforts might exceed one’s talents, that one’s intentions may not live up to reality, that there are maternal limits and yet indeed enough love to go around.

			It is time now for you to leave home. I know that an emotional shearing must accompany your leave-taking. Your first college term is about to start, with its unusual freedoms and first demands for you to test your independent judgments of unknown people and situations. The ancient walls of learning will offer up a potent combination of professorial swagger and student ennui. College will be fun and menacing and glorious. I will be present for you, even when you are far away. But I also want you to use this time as a student to understand our chaotic, confusing, confounding world well enough to bring to it some logic and meaning and warmth of your own.

			Three questions: Who are you? To what are you committed? How will you serve? Ask them over and over. You may never fully answer, but the process of posing these questions raises the possibility of developing a conscious and caring engagement with the world.

			My vision: that this record will arm you with a loving and practical text as you leave and start navigating your way through life, so you may always ask the questions: who am I and how may I be of use to others?

			My aim: to raise kind, civilized, thoughtful, and aware children. And please, sweet Jesus, ones who will also learn to pay their bills on time, receive more than they broadcast, empty the dishwasher, write timely thank-you notes, read the paper, and look kindly on the world.

			My hope: that this might offer a map to guide you in becoming adults who are curious and empathetic, strong and warm, practical and, above all, good listeners.

			You three are my paradise. In the mornings I sit at the kitchen table, with each of us in our assigned seats: teapot of workman’s brew fortifying us all for the day ahead. It’s not gentle. It’s often rushed. But it’s real—and so fleeting.

			I am living slowly, day by day, asking nothing other than that you all return at three or five or six o’clock in one piece. And that we sit around the table again in the evening and ask each other what we learned that day, relishing the absurd conversational journey we will take as we listen to each other’s answers and share the trivia acquired in our separate daily lives.

			I am trying to live the notion that today is simply perfect. There was in the paper, early last September, an interesting interview with the designer Marc Jacobs, in which he talked about life being perfect. In one sense, he was right. It’s not that much isn’t wrong or that you shouldn’t try to make things better or to improve your lot in life; it’s just that life is now. Intellectually I don’t entirely get this. Intuitively I am embracing it.

			I can only describe this surrender as a kind of delightful party game. There is in fact a power out there, and in exchange for your patience and suspending your control you will be rewarded with interesting and delightful gifts: people will arrive, opportunities will present themselves. It’s like a grown-up game of hide-and-seek. There are deep caves, but when you get lost, someone will often come to rescue you. When they don’t, you will need to crawl out on your own.

			There are other things: Take time to be by yourself. Hear your own voice and protect it. See things and people for what they are, and accept truth where you find it. Align your intentions with your actions: I want you to be of account.

			Along the way, you will lie, cheat, and steal. I did. You will also nurture, love, and create. You will take many hits. Understand that they are not optional.

			This book is intended to prepare you for, not to protect you from, life. Pay attention and you will learn how to survive and thrive, how to laugh and shrug it off, or if you want, how to get your own back. Everyone has a story. Here is ours.

		

	
		
			I.

			Learning
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When you were an infant, I wanted to own you more than you would let me. After all, I had summoned you into the world. But it didn’t quite work out that way.

			“Don’t look me in the eye,” you said, as I sat by your high chair, trying to shovel in a last spoonful of peas.

			You were seriously slow to walk and talk, so this first sentence was greeted by me with somewhat forced laughter, and by your aunt and granny with mild outrage: How dare she talk like that? How peculiar, how rude.

			Were you uncertain of your welcome, or early declaring your autonomy?

			“No, child of mine,” I said to myself, as we sized each other up. But I did adjust the angle of the spoon so we weren’t nose to nose.

			Europe was historically cold that winter, and in Paris at your uncle Hugh’s house there was no heat. Either by intention or indecision, the radiators remained off. We slept in our clothes, and you slept every night in your blue bassinet, completely dressed, ready to flee at a moment’s notice.

			 • • • 
We are each other’s grand experiment. You respond well and patiently to my amateurish ministrations. We sidle around and watch each other, each looking to the other for the appropriate response. I think I am making mistakes every day.

			We accelerate and decelerate our intimacies: some days you are my baby girl and some days you are Daddy’s. The push-pull, “want, not want,” of baby Charlotte.

			You are the first to deprive me of sleep, sanity, and hot tea. After you were born I ritually cut my hair short and binned the Laura Ashley maternity wear.

			You have soft, fluffy hair that is still the color of old gold, and long bandy legs zipped into comfy all-in-ones. You are a tiny pink feist with deep dimples and blue eyes glittering with yellow flecks. Until your sister arrives, we spend a lot of time eyeballing each other sideways. Content, mostly, when held looking over my shoulder, you are happiest watching, waiting, wondering.

			You are known as the Empress Morsel, who says few words and uses halting hand gestures to summon us. You peep at me through your crib, beckoning with your grin, happy when your tummy is warmed and rounded with milk and applesauce.

			You aren’t cute, but you are compelling.

			Since you won’t walk, you develop super upper-body strength, hauling yourself around on your elbows and bumping down the stairs on your bottom. I have to sit on you to put on your clothes; your back arches, body rigid, with jaws snapping.

			That first year neither one of us has much to do: I quit a nonjob of the clerical variety to stay home with you. We invent certain practices: I gently peel off your fingernails with my teeth. Play with me, little one: let’s match hands together. Let’s blow. Let’s puff in each other’s faces. I squeeze your cozy thighs, and you pinch my cheeks. Once in a while I am rewarded when you lay your head quietly on my shoulder and signal that you feel safe.

			Daddy is out most of the days and evenings, teaching, so we are left to shop, nap, clean, eat, and read together. Your ceiling is dull, so I stick up some nighttime stars, which frighten more than fascinate you.

			I don’t have any friends with children in Washington, DC, where we live, and the pediatrician’s efforts to match me with various older mothers is a complete and embarrassing bust.

			Bored, lonely, and desperate, I decide that the crackheads and the coke dealers won’t attack a white girl with a pram, so we defiantly roll down Twelfth Street to the corner of Clifton, by the local high school. The girls coo at you, and the boys with guns and drugs, doing their deals, turn their backs on us.

			We take the hill downtown, catching the classic view of the Washington Monument and the Capitol, and stirring up a light breeze as I work out how many groceries I can stick under the pram. Together we locate the first proper coffee shop in DC, where we feast on sticky buns. I stay as long as I can without testing the owner’s patience. You turn your skylit smile and halting charm on him. You are the only infant on Seventeenth Street in those days—a rarity.

			There isn’t much to stimulate you until a group of lawyers in their late thirties invites us into their playgroup—me a twenty-four-year-old Londoner living deep in the DC ghetto, and they Ethan Allen suburbanites with 401(k)s and competitively childproofed homes.

			 • • • 
When you finally got up and walked, and stopped calling me Margaret, the only name you ever heard used around me, you decided to go walkabout. Your journey was to skitter and skedaddle as far down the street as you dared, with me playing a game of turn-my-back-and-walk-away, waiting to see how far I could go before I found you panting at my heels, yelling, “Wait for me, Mama.”

			The headmistress at the local preschool settled you down in a quiet corner for a year and forgot to watch your progress. Her vague assessment was that you were “impressively calm.” Actually you were busy cutting out paper gingerbread-man dolls, day after day after day. You grabbed the crayon in your left hand to color them in, and I knew you were going to hell for being a leftie.

			You only come into full focus at two, when your sister Bella shows up. Then all your waiting and watching makes sense. You flourish in your new role as big sister with a captive audience. For many years, she won’t make an independent move without your say-so.

			Bella is your acolyte, and your brother Brendan, who comes along twenty-one months later, a toy. What you do with them focuses solely on benefiting your own interests. You read to them. You insist they color inside the lines. They must skip over the cracks in the pavement. They act in the plays you want to put on. They fill the bathtub with toys chosen and curated by you. And in the garden, on warm, dark summer nights, you lead them chanting across the grass, the group of you chasing fireflies that will be trapped, examined, and released.

			You nod in curt approval when they meet their developmental milestones, but they do not eat off your plate, nor do they drink from your mug. You have rules and you have standards.

			You are generally of a reasonable disposition, but there are things you hate and these you make quite clear. You pick around your plate, eating the things you dislike most first. The virtue of your restraint is puzzling, and deeply galling to your siblings as they sit astonished, watching you “save” the crispy roast potatoes for last. You pick around your plate also because each food group “must be separated.”

			There was to be no jam in the Madeline birthday cake on your sixth birthday—and when, of course, there was, you sat quietly but ferociously refusing to blow out the candles or serve up the cake to your friends, letting them know in advance that it was “disgusting.”

			There were early epic battles over getting dressed—in lurid mismatched clothing that left me feeling irked at the visual chaos and anticipating the next load of washing. You showed me that children are supposed to disobey: I had to learn that as a parent. My maternal instinct was to meet all the messiness of life with a bear hug—not without a degree of resentment and irritation—and grab for the wineglass.

			What was it to be for each of you? How were you going to learn, and what would your approach be? How would you channel that curiosity? And would Daddy and I, your first educators, have any idea what to do?

			It turned out for you, Charlotte, that learning came through reading. As others watched television, you sat on the blue-and-white-striped sofa and hoovered in books while your parents’ divorce unfolded around you. Books spoke to you when we couldn’t.

			You summed it up best yourself in a poem you scratched out on rough paper for your fourth-grade teacher, a woman who managed to frighten us all by reminding parents that now was “not the time to indulge the children.” She gave the distinct impression that she thought kindergarten was a waste of time.

			I left dear kindergarten, with a feeling of dread,

			Instead of playing bingo, I’d read instead.

			As we settled into our classroom, we were all very meek,

			As Mrs. Susan Knauf my new teacher did speak.

			I felt quite scared, I really must admit.

			It was much like being in a deep, dark pit.

			But I said to myself, “I will like this teacher.

			I know she will not be like some boring old preacher.”

			But she was very scary I have to say,

			It was quite like being bitten by a “figgigusay.”

			But slowly, slowly, as I was starting to read,

			What she told me I soon learned to heed.

			I’m really glad to say that, of her I grew quite fond.

			It was as if I had been lifted out of a murky brown pond.

			A bore, or not, what will it be?

			A bore, her? “Not,” says me.

			I had triumphed over what I had wanted most:

			Reading I became very good at—not to boast.

			So in the middle of the year I felt fine,

			But at the end of it I felt divine.

			In school, you refer to your fellow students as “colleagues.” They are an unusual crew made up of four cohorts: Ninjas and Demons, Moguls and Mutes, Angels and Urchins, and Worldlings and Schemers. Mrs. Petty, your teacher, manages and balances you all with a firm hand. One of the Moguls receives twenty dollars for each lost tooth, throwing the class economy into immediate chaos. We mothers have unofficially priced a small front tooth at twenty-five cents and molars at fifty. This will not do. Order is restored when the child moves to another school.

			The Ninjas and Demons are not, as in my day, tied with rope to their chairs by a quick-witted nun. They are enlisted into engrossing projects to distract and dilute their disruptive tendencies. The Moguls and Mutes neutralize one another and are sent on useless but time-consuming errands into the school garden or playground. Urchins and Angels are kept very close to the teaching assistant, a young Madonna from Spain whose long, glossy black hair must be brushed every day by her charges. The Worldlings and Schemers are stuck sitting cross-legged at the front of the class, ready with a winning smile to impress visiting parents and their wary offspring.

			You are among the Moguls and Mutes, which seems to suit you fine. That is how I hear about the new tooth economy—and your increased financial expectations—when I find you in the downstairs loo one night, trying to unhinge, prematurely, one of your bottom molars.

			There was always a particular intensity to your interests and for many years absolutely zero inclination to engage with the physical world. From the earliest picture books, you took complete charge of what you consumed. Early on there were subscriptions to a child’s weekly reading club as you determined the quantity and quality of the books that showed up on our doorstep. For literature, there were stories of girl detectives, mystical lakes in northern climes, leprous dwarves, and nineteenth-century scoundrels. And, of course, the captivating freakiness of Roald Dahl, who quickly did so much to dispel any myths you may have harbored about the kindly adult world. All I had to do, once a week, was to write the check.

			Then there was history: Cleopatra, all the Romans, the Normans, kings and queens of England, the bloody peasant uprisings in Moravia, the US colonists, the suffragettes, and, your favorite, Joan of Arc—all out of chronological sequence. All deeply studied and chewed over. And none apparently appearing on your school syllabus.

			You parsed these books carefully, asking me the meanings occasionally, from the sofa, when and if you came across a new word.

			The books—there were hundreds of them—all stuffed into the bookshelves in your room. You had a curiosity about the world. Your learning style was targeted: you focused yourself to go after something and shake it apart until you understood it. You never really feared failure. Or if you did, you kept it tightly to yourself.

			From the earliest days of the dreaded blue-and-white homework folders that returned with you nightly from Holy Trinity, your course of study and the school’s series of extracurricular demands was made very clear. Stuffed in the folders along with the daily menu of homework covering the three Rs would be a polite demand from the teachers for the immediate, overnight execution of an art project, a request for submissions to writing and poetry competitions, and of course the dreaded math quizzes and tests that quickly surpassed my limited knowledge of the subject.

			Your first early and complete academic strikes centered around the subjects of religion and Spanish, which didn’t really surprise me. You claimed that the teachers were mean. So you didn’t need to show up mentally.

			You would sit at your granny’s old desk, with your mouse glasses tilting off your nose, legs wrapped around the chair, pencil with eraser tip and large Texas Instruments calculator in your lap. No cell phone, no computer, just you and the books and the expectation that you would finish the night’s assignment.

			Your desk chair was hung with a jumble of bags and belts. Just occasionally you would emerge for me to test you on something. More often than not I’d be supervising bath time for the younger ones, and so, with your feet in the bath, we’d all participate in the task of testing you with Spanish vocabulary words written on candy-colored recipe cards in anticipation of the next day’s quiz. Your siblings, aged four and five, wanted to know why they couldn’t study biology and history. “Wait your turn,” you told them.

			Every year you reminded me that learning can only be made bearable if you have the right school supplies. And this is America—they are abundant and cheap. Off to Staples and CVS and Target we went, for bouquets of Crayola crayons and Caran d’Ache felt-tips, smart boxes of orange HB pencils with cheeky pink erasers, rulers for edging well, file folders in sassy sherbet hues, and index cards for spelling tests and quizzes. And every year the search for the perfect pencil case.

			Very early on you suffered from severe back pain. This was caused by the daily lugging around of a library of biology, literature, and Spanish crammed into a dirty red backpack. You were a small turtle with your house on your back, further weighted down by a lunch box that tilted you to the right, balanced by the gym bag dangling off your left arm.

			Sometimes you would slip me a teacher’s form to sign and tell me, “It’s all good.” Mostly they were announcements: there has been an outbreak of lice in your class. Sometimes there were permission slips for you to go to the National Gallery of Art or to wake predawn to take the school bus to Gettysburg. Just occasionally it was a slightly odd request: you are all learning to cook a Spanish meal, and I must provide cheerful tablecloths for your pop-up restaurant. Or a request that I yearly dreaded: the science fair for which you/we must build a drawbridge out of wood. God help us. I signed, always. And then you learned to fake my signature and do the honors for me.

			Nonschool hours were spent, during your early years, in a mild flirtation with puppetry, then flying Chinese kites, and then a deep dive into staging, in the living room, plays of love and longing, with your siblings in starring roles. You, as always, were the master of script and stage, holding up blankets as props and applauding loudly when your younger brother managed to appear on cue, dressed in a long frock and twirling a parasol, to shout his lines.

			Bella and Brendan paid a lot of attention to your habits and attitudes: waiting for a sign that you were finished with your studies and ready to talk before disturbing you. You were always exquisitely good at waiting your turn, and they would have to be too.

			Bella: The practical and the structural and the creative; she will wind her way through life intuitively understanding the physical and mathematical worlds. She literally shoved out of the way things and toys that bored her or simply didn’t intrigue her. Cutting, shaping, drawing, fixing, and sticking. Building and beauty seemed to be the operative impulses.

			You two girls chased each other intellectually: with Bella always seeking to catch up, and you, Charlotte, in wonder at her precocious abilities.

			And then came Brendan: He can be focused when he wills it. He is a great debater, who can often run rings around his sisters. He is trained in the art of layering the argument, the quicksilver rebuttal, and has the skill needed to undo his opponent.

			What was I going to give you in terms of the gift of learning? Mostly it would be access to knowledge through schooling, but I wanted also to try to create a home environment that was conducive to training your mind, with parents whom you heard talking and arguing, debating and discussing literature, current events, public policy, religion, death, and food.

			Learning naturally builds a conversation. And you will not learn everything at school—far from it. School gives you the easy impression that learning is finite, laddered as it is with clear and public milestones. It is actually the work of a lifetime.

			The value in all this is not the mundane rote learning of times tables, although they do come in handy occasionally. What we were trying to give you was an independent and finely honed mechanism with which to judge and assess the material presented to you. We wanted you to develop insight and competence.

			This is what you need: the ability to write clearly, to think deeply and critically, and finally to own your knowledge, which will arm you in the world of work and grown-ups. The ability to develop a point of view, even if you aren’t an expert, is valuable. So read the paper, listen to the news, and talk to your friends. Then own your opinion. Or, as I have done occasionally when I can’t make up my mind, talk to someone whose mind you respect. Never underestimate the value of a good conversation. That is one of the first rules of adult life.

		

	
		
			II.

			Conversation
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I won’t bore you with the Russian and French authors who extol the virtues of good conversation or the societies for whom it is a mark of distinction. Do learn this precious gift and learn it well. It is the foundation, perhaps even the soul, of life. There are, as you know, people who broadcast and people who receive. And people who are so good at balancing both, displaying interest in others while quietly divulging themselves, that they create a form of public art: a gift of sorts that they offer to the world. A fleeting public expression of their humanity.

			Imagine a conversation as a precious void. You start with nothing but another person and you. Or maybe it’s a larger group of three or four. It’s a space to be filled uniquely time and again. It’s an exchange of information and ideas or facts and figures or emotions and ambition. It is a finite journey of discovery and probing: at home, in a bar, at work, on the bus. The location is irrelevant.

			Make the connection fast or slow. And watch carefully because the silence, the unspoken, is its own language. It is a forensic journey that you can begin; see how people respond. Watch their tolerance as the words flow. Do they know how far to go? Do they know when to stop?

			It is not about domination, although it often turns out that way in subtle or not so subtle ways. Done badly, it is a way to position and to thrust, to turn one’s ego into a bloody solo battle—a lonely and demented one-man show.

			Recently I hosted a disastrous dinner. It started with a war between two large men sitting at either end of the dinner table. The facts of the posturing don’t need to be repeated. After twenty minutes of rising horror at the mounting tension, the decades of pent-up anger leaching out over the cheese and salad, I invoked the Nancy Astor rule, which she used so effectively with Churchill, and called for a “general conversation” to physically intercede.

			The evening wound down, and the awful protagonist declared afterward, as we stood talking quietly in the darkened hallway, that he had intended to teach J. a lesson. “Not at my dinner table,” I said. And I have not heard from him since.

			Words hang in the air. They lodge in your soul. They can unwittingly inform our actions and responses for decades.

			I know a society woman for whom conversation is a cudgel. It is to be driven at her speed to destinations of her will. The topic is always chosen and directed by her. For guests, the price of a meal is to comply. Questions may not be asked of others: only one conversation will take place at a time. If it veers off topic, it is simply rolled back on track. This kind of verbal assault used to enrage me and render me sullen and silent. Now I choose not to be rendered anything; I have decided, when encountering such behavior, to ignore it.

			Considering your words carefully is a skill that should be learned and then honed. This will allow you to step back and view the world, to moderate your response—to choose it rather than trip into the reflex habit of ranting and retaliation. It is one of the great mental disciplines. I can only manage to do it for about five minutes a day before the little monkey resumes his position on my shoulder and the general jabbering, caterwauling, and finger pointing starts up again.

			Conversations are formal and informal. You will learn the difference between what is required at dinner with others and when you are having an intimate discussion with a dear friend. The pauses don’t need to be filled. Silence can be a response. Often people can’t maintain a train of thought, or they trip themselves up with sophistry. Let it go. And wait for the person to stop talking.

			I had a colleague whose conversation flowed viciously and sweetly through and around everyone else’s comments. There was no internal filter. It was as if she heard no one. I have never felt more alone or isolated with another human being than with her. She couldn’t do the give-and-take. She didn’t know what the “game” required. My response was to shut down and watch. This is a defense mechanism against overwhelming “broadcasters.”

			Conversation is who you are. And if by his conversation or choice of words someone unconsciously shows you his true self, take that evidence and treat it seriously. And then decide if you want to continue the journey. Sometimes people are empty but articulate souls. Sometimes they are delightful and damaged. Sometimes their meanness of spirit becomes immediately obvious. You never know until you learn how to listen.

			Watch whether they are looking at you. Some conversations are transactional and it doesn’t matter. But for the ones that really count, you want them to be connected to you, immersed in you. To appreciate your pauses, and give you space and time to express the ideas that make you you.

			Over the years I have had to shift the complexity of my responses to fit the maturing implications of our discussions. Conversations range from staccato inquiries—“Where do teachers learn?” and “Can I change my name?”—to the more intimate bedtime Q and A: “Why do parents boss their children?” “Why did you have me?” “Do parents cry?” More recently we have had drawn-out sessions in which we address existential problems: “Why do people kill each other?” “Does it hurt to die?”

			In your innocence you recently, at a dinner party at home, started with a zinger a conversation with a friend who is a convert to Catholicism and whom you had just met: “Do you think that Sarah Palin should have kept her unborn baby, knowing it was retarded?” He had the good grace to answer, but only after his wife had reprimanded you and told you to keep an open mind. Sometimes it is best to know your audience and feel them out before plowing in.

			 • • • 
The best cabdrivers converse with ease and wit. Last week in London, I had for the first time in forty-two years a woman driver. Going from Helen’s house in Islington to Wiltons on Jermyn Street took a while. We said nothing for the first twenty minutes, and then she opened up—the catalyst for our conversation was her yelling at a male cabdriver whom she had let pass and who had not had the grace to acknowledge her kindness.

			That was when she started telling me about her life. When she began driving, there were only three women cabdrivers in all of London. She was told by all the men that she wouldn’t ever pass the test—called “the Knowledge”—that you need to master to become a London cabbie. It can take seven years to study for it. You have to memorize every street, every mews, every byway. She got into the business because her husband was in a wheelchair, having suffered a stroke early in their marriage. Her daughter was twenty-four and still living at home. She was the sole provider for those two and her aging parents.

			All of this was delivered with light humor while executing some interesting and occasionally illegal turns through the backstreets of St. James’s. By the time we had finished, she knew about you three, the potted history of my life. It was entirely comfortable, this exchange of intimate details between two women, two strangers, neither of whom could really see the other and both of whom saw the value in a fleeting connection because it makes the world sweeter for those few stolen minutes.

			At work this week, we created another kind of conversation—this one within the strict social and literary confines of the salon. It was a public conversation, hosted by the nonprofit organization for which I work. Take two brilliant men, one a political reporter, the other a historian, and have them riff on the history and current state of bipartisanship. Then add forty informed and willing participants, throw in a good caterer, at a gorgeous and slightly crumbling Georgetown manse in the early evening, and there you have it.

			It was a conversation whose aim was to start a meaningful national debate, or just to rile people up. And what was more necessary than straight talk about ideology and its place in politics after all these years of orthodoxy?

			The questions for the speakers, afterward, carried the conversation into a whole new realm. The threads were opened up by people’s differing opinions and responses. The conversation became a shared endeavor. And so the historian’s thoughts about the presidents who had embraced bipartisanship with grace and effectiveness and relied on robust acts of public citizenship became that evening more pressing and poignant. And the reporter’s lucid illustration of how bipartisanship had floundered and cracked under a president who scorned compromise became more urgent and compelling.

			It was structured, thoughtful, nonideological, civil, and—finally—sane. It was a Washington conversation of a kind that few of us had witnessed recently.

			 • • • 
Last night there were six of us for dinner: connected one through the other in a networked chain—though half of us had never met before. We work in the worlds of counterterrorism, diplomacy, real estate, and international development. These are the industries within our tribe. No one at the table was actually born in the United States, but we had all become American by chance or by choice. The day’s high was eighty-two degrees—we took the last of the summer sweat and drank and got drunk.

			You could feel our hopes and fears all seeping across the table with goodwill and anxiety, mixing it up with slightly too loud proclamations and assessments. And this conversation—unscripted, flowing, given and taken across the shepherd’s pie and trifle—was one of the best I have ever had.

			Conversation: we know how to do it almost instinctively, though some people do it better than others. We formulate opinions—they ebb and flow, challenged and scrutinized with much charm and limited aggression. It’s a ballet that we are all good at, and that night we all put in a peak performance.

			After midnight, with the living room doors open to the front porch and the air still hot, you children join in on the conversation, talking about inheriting the spirit of Guantánamo and Abu Ghraib, waterboarding and rendition, inflamed by the ambassador’s encouragement of your views.

			We are well wined and this conversation sings along. There is an unspoken realization that we have it right. We six strangers have formed a common choir! We drink, we laugh, we roar—there is a collective embrace of our momentary glory in the art of creating a fleeting masterpiece.

			Of course not all conversations will be like that. Much of it is inadvertent, perfunctory, overheard, or delivered in Morse code.

			In the gym there are gentle half-heard snippets: “How is he?” “Did he know?” “Was he surprised?” “Did he find her?” I am trying not to listen, and yet at the women’s-only gym distance is not encouraged. We are all in this together: the drooling, panting, heaving mass of us who go there in search of a few lost pounds and a higher resting heart rate.

			It is not until I am about to leave that I notice the photo of the middle-aged blonde at a party, which is in fact a funeral notice. “When?” I ask Julia, the manager. “Two days ago.” As a group, we will walk, in a few weeks, along a short memorial path, where she used to go with her husband every day after work—until she killed herself on that Tuesday morning.

			The weather, nutrition, travel plans, voting rights, our families—everything is up for loud discussion at the thirty-second recovery stations between the exercise machines. Mostly I listen. I don’t have much to add, but these women are in their fifties and sixties and seventies and are enjoying, or not, being grandmothers, retirees, volunteers, and sometimes newlyweds but more often newly widowed.

			At another gathering, there are four young boys and an old professional hand. We are at a French bistro for Sunday lunch, celebrating Brendan’s thirteenth birthday. The guest of honor is a man who works for the Secret Service.

			The boys finally sit quietly while he reveals tidbits about presidential security and tells them stories about foiled assassination attempts. In his parlance a motorcade is a “security package,” and so is a barricade. We talk about the grenade that went off in Georgia (the country) during a presidential visit, which his team was sent in to investigate. He tells us about the mistaken decision by the Georgian police to open up the barricades that were erected to protect the president’s motorcade from two hundred thousand people and the inevitable chaos that ensued when they had no control.

			He tells us that he has studied the pathway to violence: apparently there is no profile for a killer. The only thing they have in common is that they always talk about their plans. With someone, somewhere, they will share. He talks about the consistency of Kevlar and the characteristics of lunatics, and navigates us through his legendary polygraph expertise, his days running security for Bush I, his post hoc examinations of global assassinations in Egypt and Pakistan. Then he tells us how one would go about protecting a restaurant if the president should choose to dine out.

			I ask him about extraordinary rendition. “A good way to travel,” he responds curtly. His loose suit is extra big to fit the Kevlar and, of course, his gun, which sits on his hip and has no safety.

			Not even the offer of extra french fries can distract the four teenage boys as he draws them in and intrigues them with his quiet descriptions of a Jason Bourne life lived in and out of the suburbs, haunting office cubicles while subjected to the inevitable bureaucratic turf wars.

			I ask him what would happen if he were to be taken.

			He says: “If I go missing for a day, the system shuts me out and off.”

			I ask again: “And if they take you?”

			“There are hundreds of me, doing what I do,” he said. “I am easily replaced.”

			He makes it clear that he will die to protect what he has spent a lifetime defending. Belief can’t be faked. I leave wondering what a target he must make—with all that knowledge.

			A few weeks later my friend tells me over a latte at Le Pain Quotidien about her work on property rights and her belief that land is both a social and economic asset. She is on fire when she talks about her work. How do you take what is under your feet and over your head—usually a shack on a stolen piece of land—and turn it into an asset that can be leveraged and put to work for the poor?

			She is losing her battle to register and develop land in Poland and having to look for a proper job in an economy that is burning a hole through the souls of most grown-ups. But on the other hand, she is forty and wants to find a man and have children, even if she has to move to Belgium and start a deadly job to do so.

			Mostly I listen, while the water from the exposed pipes drips in a straight line around our table, avoiding our giant bowls of coffee. She is the architect of much thinking and doing around the formalization of land, but the conversation is focused on how she needs to get a “real” job and settle down because the baby clock is ticking.

			Sometimes you will find wisdom in unexpected places. Laura came to America with a church group from Bolivia twenty years ago and never returned. We talk about her mother and how she misses her. We clean together and much is exchanged over the mop, the broom, and the Hoover: how to get her children into a charter school, how much a house costs, where to get computer lessons. She is resourceful and relentless in pursuit of her children’s well-being. She knows that education is the key for them.

			We talk often and without embarrassment about our failed marriages, our children, our mutual need for stability. She gives me great advice. I give her coffee, cake, and every toy, book, and article of clothing that enters this house and needs to move on. It’s the talking bond that has set us on a path toward a degree of success. I always correct her pronunciation. She gives me a few phrases in Spanish. We are deadly serious about our joint endeavor as mothers of nine children.

			 • • • 
I had my New Year’s Eve early this year. All of you were staying with Daddy, and I wanted to be alone with the cats and the fire. The last night of the year I have never had a desire to be with anyone, to talk to anyone, to celebrate anything. So I went to see friends on the thirtieth instead.

			Jean brought out champagne and pâté, and we sat by the fire and started to talk, as old friends do, about our wishes for the New Year: Jean wants to get organized and put her life in balance—friends and work. She wants to get fit, do up the house, get her finances in order, and organize her possessions. Jim wants to close a big business deal, preferably with the Swedes he has been negotiating with for months, and make more time for gardening, sailing, and the cello. He also tells me that he wants to do more of what he loves. This is the man who asks everyone, “Who are you and what are you best at?” A great conversation starter—and stopper it turns out. He is a genius public speaker and a brilliant entrepreneur, and wants to make a secondary career out of giving speeches and inspiring the next generation to make change.

			He also wants to create a Carlyle-type fund for start-up medical-technology companies that are underfinanced and whose products have military applications. And once he talks it up—because this idea has been germinating in his head for months—believe me, it will happen. He always manages to go from nothing to something, a quite magical ability in the business world.

			Despite his talking, he can read my panic. In the early months of the year I need to have my financial life in order so strangers can scrutinize the numbers and decide whether I am eligible to receive financial aid for your schools. Fortunately, I am organized. Jim is a brilliant framer of financial data and a ruthless advocate for you children. He reminds me that my past success is a predictor of future success. “You won’t fail them. Yes, you are on your own, but you will make it work.”

			He storms the admissions offices. He cajoles and shames the directors with my story. It’s not a conversation; it’s a verbal insurgency. “Do you want to expel these students because they can’t afford the school fees?” That is his opening line.

			Special sessions of the financial committees are held. I feel grateful and slightly ashamed. I feel giddy and hopeful. I go to see your headmistress. I can’t hide the facts; I can only ask her to work with me. I bring my budget printed out in an Excel spreadsheet. I make the case. She listens. It’s a Friday morning in February, and dust motes float in her study and around her head. I am slightly blinded by the light. But you have armed me with your academic record and, more important, with your grace. You have made the case more powerfully than I can. You are safe in your school for another year.

			Later that evening, I tell them that my New Year’s wish is for Brendan to be safely delivered through his next educational milestone. I want Bella to continue to love her school. And for you, Charlotte? I ask you to please finish, with grace and fortitude, the last months of your school career.

			My other desires for the New Year that I manage to express are to be connected to my friends in a meaningful way, to help those who need help, and perhaps to find someone with whom to share a part of my life. But that can’t be rushed or pushed or even really desired, because then it won’t happen.

			Perhaps what I really need from life in the New Year is a quiet contentment with my lot—that and a facial, please.

			 • • • 
We all need to tell stories about ourselves. But in our conversations we must not deny the stories of others. That is as true at home and with friends as at work.

			There will be conversations with the living and the dead, the sick and the dying, the troubled and the tiring. Sometimes where there is no language there is still love. Some of the best conversations I’ve ever had have been with my newborns or my two cats, where the words flow in one direction to be received with a gentle gurgle or a calculated tail flip.

			Be careful of the force with which you assert your opinions. You will demonstrate your regard for yourself first with the words you choose to use. Your essential disposition will emerge, along with your reputation for sophistry or bluntness. At times you will need to put honey on your tongue, regulating your truths so as not to overwhelm. Nowhere is this more crucial, as you will discover soon enough, than at work.

		

	
		
			III.

			Work
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Armed with no career, two infants, a self-employed husband, and a dire need for direct deposit, I start hunting for a job. Our neighbor Bonnie unexpectedly offers me a slim consulting lead, and after chasing it down for many weeks I finally landed at the World Bank, where ambition and fear mingled with a kind of junior-common-room zeitgeist.

			My boss had recently been elevated. She is from a small inland town in California, a place I have to look for on the only map of America the bank’s cartography department owns. She sports blue nail varnish and ripped leopard-print stockings, a pack of gold Marlboro Lights and a stale kittenish blond updo crammed with pencils. The men are terrified and some start working from home.

			She is going to run a major country operation in the near future. Look out Zimbabwe, Leopard Woman is going to take her macroeconomics degree from Yale and sort out your trade balance and your corrupt government officials! But for now she is cooling her heels in a department with the fantastic acronym TWURD (Transport, Water, and Urban Development), working to make the cities of the world sustainable.

			 • • • 
Learning doesn’t stop when you graduate. If anything, that is when it begins in earnest. In this first job at the World Bank, I spent the requisite amount of time xeroxing, answering phones, and unjamming the fax machine. At the same time, I was acquiring knowledge about urbanism, architecture, real estate investment, arts and cultural heritage.

			Some of the questions I started to ask there shaped the editorial direction of the magazine I would later edit: How can you finance urban infrastructure? Should we pay market price for water? What should one do to care for street children? How can you harness cultural heritage as an economic asset? What about garbage collection and correctly pricing toll roads? I commissioned some of the great city thinkers and planners to help me shape a point of view for the magazine. It was scary and humbling—a high-wire act. But I didn’t have anything else to do, and it seemed a bit like being back at university, only with a paycheck.

			What about design and layout? I discovered they were just as important as the ideas. The designers walked me through their concepts and the line editor taught me that The Chicago Manual of Style was the bible. I loved the elision and the precision of editing. Once I read in the New York Review of Books that editing was art perfecting art. I clung to this notion when I felt peripheral to the content. But I also knew when I took copy and carefully pulled back the ideas and folded back the concepts to expose a clear and credible set of principles written in simple prose that I had discovered the power of an editor.

			The printer showed me how to buy paper. We had 80-pound matte inside the magazine, 120-pound glossy aqueous coating for the cover. We used to sniff paper together, and that’s when I learned how to touch and lift the paper to assess its feel and quality. What a difference it would make to the reader! A magazine is a “book” in trade parlance, and every aspect of it contributes to the reader’s satisfaction and attachment.

			But it was the people on the ground from whom I learned the most: Chinese urban planners showed me the layout of Beijing. Wholesale marketers in Florence helped me grapple with how to feed a city. There were architects and land-reform experts in Lima, and museum curators in St. Petersburg, activists for the urban poor, and academics who dissected their lives. And there I was at the center of this debate: quite by chance asking questions, reading their books, looking at their data, going into the field, in search of answers to this tantalizing and all-important question: how to make cities thrive in the twenty-first century?

			The writers I commissioned sometimes worked for free, because when we started out we were absolutely broke: Sir Peter Hall, Charles Landry, Saskia Sassen. I learned from them and wrote about them. Mostly I realized how little I knew compared with the experts who allowed me to ask and ask, and ask more, questions. Don’t be afraid of doing that. Ever.

			My first boss seemed to be obsessed with menstrual cycles and liked to chat about them when she cornered you in the ladies’ room while she smoked. I was luckily soon pregnant with Brendan, so I didn’t have much to report. There was no paid maternity leave, so two months after he was born I was back at my desk. I wore short skirts and long boots. She came up to me one day and told me that I had always reminded her of her grandmother but that I looked like a tart. Actually, the word was “hooker,” but what’s the difference? I told her that indeed I was like her grandmother in that she and I shared manners. We never spoke again.

			Finally the boys returned to work, and she was sent on a four-year rotation to a government agency in Ottawa. She did manage to take her husband to Zimbabwe on a safari and sent us all nice photos through the interoffice mail.

			 • • • 
I relied at school on being occasionally clever as an excuse for being appalling at everything except poetry and writing. I paid dearly for my narrowness. It was a form of refusal to fail by refusing to engage. What I was saying was, “I will commit to success in only one area and the rest I will refuse to undertake. So I will be known for one thing only.” So wrong when life requires a broad range of applications.

			Later on, my ambitions were soon channeled into the world of work. Out of intellectual and financial necessity, I have never taken a break. That’s life. It’s raw but it’s also the playground where you get paid to bring your ideas to bear and to make your singular mark.

			What is ambition? It is the focus and sustained effort to achieve a goal. It is ultimately about creation. Your goal can be making money or producing goods or services—or ideas and content. It usually takes a team, unless you choose a solitary career. But even then you will need to work with others. It helps to like people and want to see them succeed, or at least to do them no harm. You will need plenty of ambition after college, because most of what you will be doing is making something out of nothing, that precious alchemy of the human condition.

			My passion now is leading leaders to advance the common good. It’s a mission-driven philosophy. That’s what I do well and love doing. It took me forever to figure it out for myself. What does it mean? That somehow my life’s work should improve materially the lives and situations of others. Whether through training, teaching, writing, editing, or speaking, I want to support those who lead organizations that do good things. Now when I work I take that frame and apply it to whatever job I am doing—and I have had a number of them, as you know.

			I like the public positioning of an idea—one that has global implications for social justice or philanthropy. It might be the motivating idea in a speech, or a new way of doing philanthropy. I want to be radical and disruptive in this emerging industry. For now, let someone else go out there in front with the idea. In a few years, I will step into that place myself, but not just yet. I have you lot at home, and that takes priority.

			You will need to learn to work with people: your team and others. In fact, go after others whose work doesn’t exactly correlate. You will find answers to problems in unlikely places. Try to bring others around to your point of view. You can cajole or praise, bully or bribe, frighten or exhaust. When you do it well and use the right mix of enthusiasm, firmness, and clarity, ideas and innovations will bubble forth. Magic happens.

			Charlotte, you told me a few years ago that you were amazed at how ambitious you were at school. I was surprised by your ambition too. When I was your age I thought (wrongly, it turns out) that natural intelligence was enough. But you need application too: the power of the two together is a benediction.

			Over the twenty-three years that separate my college graduation from yours, we have shifted rapidly from a one-company, one-career life to an amorphous menu of options that may include two, three, or four careers and new ways to engage with others and earn a living—a gig economy of freelance jobs, contract work, part-time or short-term employment. Or even grants from your peers via crowdfunding sites.

			My own career exactly mirrors this seismic shift: for a decade plus I worked at a large global institution that offered generous health benefits and a mapped-out future through retirement. But then something happened. I looked around at the larger set of choices and got the itch to work in a smaller, more nimble place and to lead my own team. I didn’t want what we referred to as the “golden handcuffs” of a thirty-year World Bank career. I wanted more autonomy, more responsibility, and of course much more risk. I came to this decision late, at thirty-seven, divorced and ready for the next big work adventure.

			Choose Your Boss Wisely

			The trick to feeling serenity in the work world is always to choose your boss wisely. Forget the job. Forget the package. Forget the prestige. Forget the money. During job interviews, you must grill them as deeply and seriously as they interview you. Ask questions and look for the signs, the “tell.” Ask them about their approach to leadership and their management style. Ask them about their failures, and ask them about their current challenges. The ones who understand and answer the questions with conviction and clarity, who have really considered these “off-piste” questions, are the ones to sign up with. And then talk, if you can, to other employees or ex-employees about their bosses’ flaws and foibles, and about their honesty, integrity, flexibility, and creativity.

			Are they disconnected from their staff and only interested in the work? Will they tightly control the levers of command and micromanage your words and deeds? Are they fault seekers? Are they open to new ideas? Are they looking for young leaders or for data drones?

			Ask others who know them if they are secure enough to accept constructive criticism and if they treat everyone at all levels with equal kindness and fairness. You can’t necessarily screen for insanity, but you can for incompetence.

			When you get the job, consider carefully how to manage your boss. Be, as you recently said to me, “exemplary” in how you choose to conduct yourself in the work world. Anticipate their needs intelligently, ask for clear instructions, and if you don’t get them orally have them write them down. If you haven’t seen them in a few days, do a drive-by their office for a quick check-in. Ask for a performance evaluation, even if it’s considered too formal and time-consuming. And if they don’t do that for you, set your own milestones and goals for how you are progressing. Find a good mentor in the organization to support your professional development.

			Over the last decade there has been a flattening of hierarchy and expectations about the age and stage when you can expect to contribute substantially at work. Just make sure a part of you recognizes that not all bosses have bought into that democratization. It’s best to err on the side of formality and good manners; the quality of your contribution will still shine through. And remember to keep this secret nugget readily accessible: chronology has nothing to do with wisdom. Your boss may be older but not wiser. You may have to work through that dichotomy with patience and a fixed grin.

			The best boss, as George Bernard Shaw would have it, will encourage you to “dream of things that never were.” Or at least he or she will point you to a new way of thinking. You will sense immediately someone who trusts herself and is thus able to trust others. I read someplace that the reason for Apple’s success over the long term was not its gorgeous designs and intuitive, stylish products, but that Steve Jobs conceived of a new type of manager called a “directly responsible individual.” He gave them full freedom and agency over their kingdoms and was richly rewarded.

			In front of your boss you will, please, neither grumble nor roll your eyes. It is best to be satisfyingly inscrutable. Leave the moaning at home.

			The Second Job

			After eleven years of alleviating poverty, I took a job at a local museum, running its communications department. Blake Gopnik, the Washington Post’s art critic, taught me how to look at art. Standing beside him, I wondered if I saw what he saw, and the answer to that of course was yes and no. Perhaps I like being a neophyte. Perhaps I am restless. But what I do know is that I want to know it all. I hope you will feel that too.

			My new boss reminded me of my pet work theory that most people need to be licensed daily to leave their house. I was terrified.

			She came from the open desert part of the country that inspires crime writers to literary madness, where people disappear or are part wolf. She wore only beige. The art world and the social world lay down and cowered. A good part of the staff developed community-wide medical trauma of the sort studied by corporate anthropologists: headaches, stomachaches, irritable bowel syndrome. Our medical insurance premiums skyrocketed. The comptroller started to mow and mash his jaw (probably not helped by the crystal meth he was taking in the men’s room of the local bar where he would review our financial audits over many vodka tonics). But that, as they say, is another story.

			So we plowed on through the public resignation of our CEO. We worked through the failure to raise enough money to finance the construction of the new Gehry masterpiece that was going to take our fading brand to new global heights. We worked through the Thanksgiving invasion of our planned school by homeless activists and their Christmas hunger strike at City Hall, which only ended on New Year’s Day when their leader was carted off to the hospital to be rehydrated.

			And then the new CEO was installed. He came from Bradford, complete with a charming northern accent and a mop of adolescent hair that endeared him to society women in Georgetown who didn’t know better.

			“We don’t come from the same place, do we?” he asked at our first meeting, as I was arranging his introduction to New York’s elite art media and to Washington society.

			And after he was happily installed, with a wave of good press that I organized, he fired me and Seamus, the marketing director, one of my team.

			Shortly after the twin pink slips were distributed, we realized that Seamus had gone missing. After searching the gay bars to no avail, then hacking his e-mail to find his new address, and breaking into his flat, we found him dead of natural causes for ten days it turned out (thank God for air-conditioning), in bed with a list of jobs to pursue scratched on a yellow legal pad.

			We had him cremated at the pet crematorium in Silver Spring, taking advantage of a special “Saturday Humans Deal” because we didn’t have money for a funeral.

			Was I shocked? Not really. The assistant had called me that morning, saying to be ready for an unscheduled 4:00 p.m. meeting with the boss. And was there an agenda? I asked. A number of senior team heads had already been bled away in a somewhat similar fashion over the preceding weeks. I was the last to go, because I had been in charge of cleverly messaging their respective departures to the press and public. I shook my boss’s hand and told him it had been a pleasure working for him. He seemed slightly nonplussed at the formality of the gesture.

			As a matter of professional habit, my desk was already clear of papers. I took your artwork and photos and put them into a cardboard box and walked out slowly, saying good-bye to the rest of my team and to the security guards.

			The next morning I felt relief, elation, and then fear. I’d seen the museum as a five- to eight-year commitment. But it was not to be. Instead there was an abrupt death of expectations, a weird disruption to domestic routine, and a deep new fear about paying the bills and quickly finding something else to do.

			At first I was ashamed, then pissed off, then shocked. It was a Tuesday. I gave myself the rest of the week to collect my thoughts, rein in my anger and terror, and the next Monday I started the search for a new position as a nine-to-five job. The only thing to keep in mind, if and when this happens to you, is that even as it affects every aspect of your home life, none of this is personal.

			I scoured Internet job sites, ate lunches, drank endless amounts of coffee, and conducted informational interviews with everyone I knew. I nagged and cajoled and begged all my friends to let me know about leads. You will find that it is often the most unlikely people who will take the time to shore you up, to pass on a contact, to ring every so often to do a sanity check. But it was through a headhunter, who came to me cold on the phone, that three months to the day after I was fired I secured a new job—just as the severance money dried up and the school tuition was due.

			The Third Job

			My next boss was six feet tall, and armed with that rare advantage she pounded the upper corridors of corporate America. Some data suggest that tall people earn more and have better sex. You get the picture.

			She was always dressed in black. After twenty years on the Upper West Side of Manhattan, this girl knew her palette. She had flowing brown hair and green eyes that could see in the corporate dark—over and through you.

			Procter & Gamble and Ogilvy & Mather—these are the storied brands she had worked with for decades, where she had triumphed promoting detergent and, inevitably, Enron. And now, in her glorious fifties, she was at one of America’s largest charities, a very senior executive and my boss.

			She always worked. I got e-mails from her at midnight and at 3:00 a.m. on Christmas Day. Everything, Margaux, must be done “quickly.” She reminded me daily not to “let the excellent be the enemy of the good,” and never to write in “glittering generalities.”

			She couldn’t sleep and confided that when insomnia hit she’d get down and do a hundred crunches. She did not exercise but instead every evening walked up and every morning walked down the sixteen flights to or from her apartment. She ate nothing save dark chocolate and coffee. As a cute coda to her successful life, her apartment was grandfathered into an assisted living facility where she could handily move down to the second floor should she ever retire. Her husband, she proudly told us, described her as “often wrong but never in doubt.”

			In my first twenty minutes on the job, she left two identical three-minute-long voice-mail messages. I developed writer’s cramp and brain freeze from taking notes. She left two messages because she did not trust our phone system. She also left messages because she didn’t work in DC but commuted down on the shuttle at 6:00 a.m. on Tuesdays, stayed up all night and worked the next day, only to rush back for Wednesday supper with her family.

			The collective mania surrounding her being there and then gone, there and then gone, gave staff chronic anxiety and stomach cramps—but we still made sure to call in to all meetings, sick or not. Rain or shine.

			I am in charge of PR and do it pretty well. Crisis management is chess on the phone. The New York Charities Commission investigating a local CEO for embezzling corporate gifts (air miles and hotel points) meant to help support Hurricane Katrina volunteers and using them himself to entertain his girlfriends? Of course—but that’s public record and old news.

			And so it goes in our world of communications. Protect and promote the brand. Bury the shit when you can and fess up if you can’t. Don’t spin the journalists and they will give you a break. Know the substance of the world you represent and learn it fast. Inform and educate them and you will win their respect. Remember that they aren’t your friends. Ever.

			I spent eighteen months working through my boss’s intensity and her ambition to “do good.” We were, after all, “shifting the dial,” “moving the goalposts,” “creating a new narrative” for one of America’s largest charitable brands as it lumbered into the global philanthropic marketplace.

			So inevitably there came a moment of truth: a sticky meeting at a Starbucks. For a while, I had watched and waited. Or maybe I had lost my voice. At least that’s what John, the life coach, told me when I described the situation I found myself in. He was right. I was angry and exhausted and diminished. So I decided to do what I should have done in the first three months, when all these patterns were established and might have been quickly and courageously confronted and broken. I bought us coffee and started the conversation: “This is enough. You have to stop. Respect and trust me or I will leave.”

			She grinned brightly and nodded—never a good sign. She had told me in my interview that she had an “overwhelming need to know everything at all times.” I reminded her of this and told her it was not a management technique that worked for me.

			We embraced at the end of my “intervention.” I left three months later because I couldn’t change her and I couldn’t live with her. But I had done for the organization exactly what I’d set out to do. That hadn’t been compromised.

			Sometimes, even when the timing is bad, there is no point clinging to a job that is destroying your spirit and your health. I didn’t walk out without months and months of soul-searching and late-night discussions with John about what to do and when. We talked about how to make a move back into DC from the suburbs and how to make the next job really supplement my skills.

			In the last three jobs, my focus had been on communications, but somewhere in the back of my mind I realized that if I was to continue to work in the nonprofit world, I would have to add another area of expertise to my arsenal: fund-raising. In the long term I wanted to be able to run an organization, and the money and strategy piece was going to be key. And so another headhunter found me and slotted me into a very different kind of organization, a small think tank focused on energy policy and staffed mostly by males. In my review with the boys, I was told I was “lovely and bossy.” Clearly the Anglo thing was working out just fine.

			They relied on me for the slightly more “nervy,” offbeat, not in Zagat and thus really expensive, gastronomic suggestions. Wanna go to the John Dory in Manhattan the night it opens? No problem. Wanna go on an Arctic climate-change cruise with Meg Whitman and the Google guys? No problem. We could teach those schlubby World Bankers something!

			I was loving it: free Internet, free BlackBerry, free health insurance, and I got to work at home or, the one I liked best, “out of the office.” This was the code I used to let my colleagues know that I was not coming in. “Out of the office,” however, is not working from home, nor is it sick leave. It is a lovely gray area. I saw a lot of movies, caught up on exhibitions at the National Gallery, and saw a lot of friends.

			The contractor would show up because I had time to nag him—working from my bed. The cat’s vaccinations were up to date. The bills were paid. I even managed to put all my contacts into Outlook and to color-code my underwear. I went to every single back-to-school night and volunteered at numerous school functions. I had time to think about whether Brendan was watching Internet porn and which kind of parental software I needed to download to prevent him from crashing the home system.

			My life is rich in work-life balance. In fact, the office became only a vague memory.

			The Tribe

			Yes, there are fuckwits out there who will want to trip you up. Embrace them tightly and put them to work or remove them. There is no middle ground. And don’t drink with them. Save that for the tribe.

			You must have a tribe at work. There is a certain high in committing to a tiny group that loves one another and laughs daily in the face of fear, budget cuts, and deadlines. The trick is to keep the tribe hidden. Find your secret underground that will watch your back, that won’t compromise or go to the dark side when it comes to corporate safety, that will call you after hours to warn you of this and that or simply to laugh at the bastards. If you are really lucky, members of the tribe will follow you around from job to job. Not always, but sometimes it works out. Then you have familiar working styles, deep loyalty, and a shared history of triumph and failures to rely on.

			At the charity the tribe was made up of Serving Boy, who was in IT, and Upstairs Maid, who was on my team. I was the Duchess. Don’t ask.

			Serving Boy knew everything, as did Upstairs Maid. She could smell the corporate winds shifting, could read the direction of almost every trend and knew when rumors of layoffs were true or merely hype put out by someone on the make.

			Upstairs Maid took care of the mail room, the CEO’s scheduler, the caterer, and the smokers outside the print shop. Her scope, her portfolio of relationships, was catholic and decidedly unstrategic, which was really to our advantage.

			Serving Boy was all about following the “soft flow of information.” He glided between floors, talking about RAM and “capacity and bandwidth” and “knowledge management,” all the while collecting critical and timely information about absences, loyalties, and potential defections. I have no idea how these cohorts got their day jobs done. Their collective knowledge freed me up to do my job fully armed with information, data, and gossip that left me completely informed and yet extremely ill at ease. I was, after all, head of media and as such needed to know everything. I just didn’t realize that it would take a private army to do it.

			We did not meet in public. We texted our needs, desires, gossip, and intel. We had a private communication system that incorporated family news, corporate gossip, and breaking news that set us straight and kept us sane. (Thank God for Gmail and texting.)

			At the think tank my tribe worked differently. It helped that Army Man, who focused on policy issues, had worked in black ops, was in the 82nd Airborne with General Petraeus, and ran the armies of Burundi and Rwanda during their demobilization period for DynCorp. He had a clear military strategy, which was a good thing since I work only intuitively. First we drew up a list. I got the “politicals”; he got the policy wonks. Then we went to work. We did lunches and dinners. We sent them “articles of interest.” We made useful introductions.

			He showed me how security ops worked at the office. First rule: do not use the office computer, ever. Second, talk only with background music. Riding the elevator, we had a game to amuse ourselves: how would he kill the other four people during the fifteen-second ride? He knew how to escape from the building by exiting the tenth floor and moving across the roof of the neighboring church. He could only take one other person with him, and that would be me. We fantasized about how we would take out the politicals using only telephone wire.

			I left after a year. I went in to the office on Sunday morning, the day after your grandfather died, and spent all day cleaning out files. Nothing was left unexamined. I blamed my house cleaning on grief. Energy policy was not really my passion, and it was time to get back to work on issues more aligned with alleviating poverty. I wanted to go back to the basics.

			Finding Your Calling

			Grief can be clarifying. I was finally beginning to have a sense of what my thing might be. I decided I wanted to combine communications and fund-raising to support a new way of delivering development aid. Faith, health, and development struck me as a new kind of nexus.

			Faith leaders deliver critical social and health services through congregational infrastructures and moral suasion. They can mobilize their communities and broadcast change. So I went to work as a consultant at a start-up nonprofit, to solve the malaria problem in Nigeria, which, with a population of 150 million, had the highest malaria mortality rate in the world. Before I knew it, I was in a race to keep up with the government’s insane plan to deliver 60 million mosquito nets to 30 million households in the next year.

			 • • • 
Abuja, the capital, founded in 1979, in the center of the country, smells of leaking gas, burning rubber, disinfectant, and charred meat. When I’m there, the stench lodges on my tongue and under my armpits. The Sheraton, where we stay, is filled with the usual complement of hookers, oil people, aid workers, and minor diplomats.

			Our mission is to unite and train Muslim and Christian faith leaders—my army of a million marketers—to support the government’s net distribution with simple messages about malaria. In the church or mosque, from the pulpit or on the prayer rug, our million holy men are going to nag and cajole Nigerians, over and over, to use the nets to prevent malaria and deliver other assorted “health-seeking” behavior.

			Our “delegation” arrives at 4:00 a.m. The Muslim men barely look at me, and the Christian ones nod. The Nigerian women are gorgeous, articulate, and talented but have to work within the confines of this “men-first” society. We are grandly making a video with an art student, who has, I later understand, “borrowed” a camera from the local equivalent of the BBC. Turns out the audio is iffy, the tripod wrapped stiffly in layers of masking tape. Art Student’s voice-mail message on his mobile includes a chorus of women chanting the Hail Mary in the background.

			The last night of filming occurs in my colleague Connor’s hotel bathroom, where the bishop, who is on our payroll, is being interviewed by Tom, our development diplomat. I am holding up a hotel-room lamp, while standing on the edge of the bath, as they manage to choke out platitudes about the power of interfaith action.

			Engineer, who is really the local real-estate-development king, is brought in to work on the bishop’s needs. He hires the minivan, brings in Art Student, and helps us find places along the highway to shoot B-roll. We visit one of his work sites, a future luxury-apartment block. The scaffolding is made of wood pylons. The “casuals” are carrying cinder blocks on their heads. They wear torn flip-flops and shorts that are gray and sweat-stained. The foreman encourages speed. The men lope up and down the wooden boards in the midday sun. The foreman is bossy and blunt.

			The sultan, who is cochairman of our local charity, cannot see us because he is not in the usual ceremonial turban and robed magnificence that he must wear in public. We wait around for him until midnight and then give up. Only Tom, our old Nigeria hand, is allowed into his hotel suite to visit him. Tom and the sultan talk business. The man sweating and praying, prostrating himself at the foot of the sultan’s desk, is Nigeria’s central banker. The sultan ignores him and offers Tom a drink.

			Everything is possible in Nigeria since everything happens at the last minute—a local rhythm that I surrender to within forty-five minutes. Nothing can be planned remotely. Texting in real time seems to work nicely though.

			Surprisingly, no one has ever harnessed the faith sector to work with government health programs to deliver these kinds of messages before. This is our billionaire-philanthropist’s last big development play. And now it’s me writing the national faith-based communications plan off the side of my desk, while fund-raising for the organization as well. It’s good work. Who knows how long it will last? Hopefully past Christmas—the endless worry of the short-term consultant.

			The Calling

			After two years of this, there is an unexpected phone call, a series of interviews, and finally I leave to join an organization that trains global women leaders.

			I do this work now, because it matters most to me. And because I believe that it presents the quickest, most effective, most equitable, albeit challenging, route to making the world more peaceful and prosperous. And I want us to stop limiting half the world’s talent pool. It’s a crazy waste of ideas and resources. Good products, services, and ideas come from an eclectic mix of perspectives. Not using women in business and politics and policy making myopically limits our advancement.

			The real question that we all have to address is this: how can society help more women both work and raise children without losing their minds? It isn’t entirely clear that we have the answer.

			Many of our global women leaders maintain a cool sense of outrage. What they all share is a resolute conviction and a commitment to speak publicly. Each of them operates with very few financial resources but has a canny sense of leverage.

			Our headquarters is on Massachusetts Avenue, spiritual home to the world’s policy wonks. On a warm October evening I leave work, driving up the avenue toward the wilting sun. I pass the other think tanks, policy and academic sweatshops, filled with ideas, and people spilling out of them onto terraces and pavement, clutching martinis and spinning arguments—about poverty, gender, housing, finance, food, security, and climate change. Next door to our building a new Peruvian food truck feeds these thinkers and talkers.

			We operate in 144 countries and have trained more than fourteen thousand women leaders. Our single business advantage is the leadership investment. Our work is to identify emerging women leaders who have talent and have clearly demonstrated commitment to a cause or a mission to make change. It helps if they have been successful too. We become their leadership consultants. And their talent scout.

			We offer training in their field or discipline. For us, that means in business, politics, or human rights. We offer technical assistance. We offer a global network for the exchange of ideas, knowledge, and expertise. I train women in media and communications, because telling their story well, and thus sharing the impact of their work, is the single most powerful advantage they will have when it comes time to be funded or, in many cases, to be protected when the government or vigilantes come knocking on their door.

			Kah Walla, our Cameroonian political activist, was the first woman ever to run for president of that country, in October 2011. In May of that year, she was abducted by a group of thugs, who bundled her into a taxi and drove around for hours, so that the long-sitting president could appear in public on Cameroon’s National Day without this tiny, loud woman stealing the limelight.

			So we did what technology is there to do: We emitted, on Twitter and Facebook, a guttural, global “No!” in both English and French. The “51 percent” that Sunday used its voice to denounce the actions of the government, and Kah was safely deposited on her doorstep that evening.

			This wasn’t the first time. On YouTube, you can see Kah, all four foot eleven of her, being blasted by a police water cannon at a political rally she is holding in Yaoundé, the capital. In the election, she won a miraculous 7 percent of the vote. She is now regrouping and focusing on getting out the vote and educating voters so “next time and there will be a next time,” she will win. Meanwhile, every Friday until she does so she brings together human rights activists and political supporters in her Fridays Are Black campaign: they dress in black as a reminder to the government that she, that they, won’t be going away.

			Fear of Driving

			“Watch me disappear!” We pretend with her as Manal al-Sharif slowly wraps her head and hair in a black hijab for the camera. We are interviewing her in a bedroom in a hotel in Dubai for a short film about women leaders in the Middle East and North Africa.

			“We have been lied to. In Saudi there is no public transportation for women. There are no sidewalks. Even the media is banned from talking about women driving. But, we have the right of mobility.”

			As far as Manal is concerned, the Saudi authorities never act; they only react. Her response is to start an awareness campaign to alert women that they have a right to drive—by filming herself driving—which inevitably becomes a YouTube sensation. Over time she loses her job and her house. But she is interviewed all over the world, which is exactly the point.

			“Women are living as minors until the day they drive: I need my husband’s or my father’s or my brother’s permission to live my life. I am punished twice: first, I have no control over my life, and then if I make a mistake, I am punished.”

			A quote that she loves and borrows from an ancient sage is, “Fear doesn’t prevent you from dying, it prevents you from living.” Saudi culture is extreme in its conduct toward women because the pride of the tribe is deeply invested in women’s behavior. Did you know, she tells us, that in public your name is your brother’s name? Or even that of your son?

			She refers to the Saudi government’s subtle responses to her actions: “The unseen fear is the worst type. They punish you by isolating you from society.”

			We award her our Human Rights Award and offer her a chance to come to Washington to appear onstage at the Kennedy Center and promote her work. At the last minute, citing family concerns, she tweets to us that she must stay in Dubai, her new base. Tawakkol Karman, the Nobel Peace Prize winner, and four other women from the Middle East accept the award on her behalf and we shine a spotlight on her empty place among the other women on stage. Women in Saudi Arabia are still not allowed to drive.

			Women in Poland

			I am invited by our Poland chapter to teach twenty young women leaders from the former Soviet republics how to create a communications plan. The scent of the Soviets lingers in the slightly stunted reactions of the young women from Georgia, Belarus, Moldova, and Ukraine who are gathered in Warsaw for their leadership-training session.

			The Polish women who mentor them have a distinct advantage—the looser restrictions and clearer Polish imprint during the cold war allowed the country to come back after 1989 much more quickly.

			Issa, with short-cropped, dyed-red hair and Berlin-style reading glasses, is in her mid-fifties. She knows the funky heart of Warsaw. She takes me to the best French bakery in the city, called Charlotte. She points me to her daughter’s apartment building in Kite, the neighborhood where the old Soviet secret police and their widows live and still like to exercise their power by threatening apartment dwellers who play loud music or park illegally. She speaks of Stalin as if he just left the room.

			Alex has a master’s from the London School of Economics and a vaguely Canadian accent. She is a global citizen who has wandered the world from Athens to Vancouver and Baghdad. For her, Warsaw is a place to come back to with her Polish American banker husband from New York and four small children. And then there is Anita, the public relations expert who travels across the potholed highway, fourteen hundred kilometers from Warsaw to St. Petersburg, on her husband’s motorbike for a holiday. She needs to go to Russia to understand the people she has always despised. Issa won’t go to Russia: she doesn’t care enough to understand.

			According to my colleagues in Warsaw, Polish women are treated with a combination of outmoded reverence, typical male prejudice, and occasional accommodation by the younger generation of men, who are now more used to doing housework and carrying children in BabyBjörns.

			During my stay, seven thousand women from all over the country gather at the annual Warsaw Women’s Congress in the Palace of Culture and Science. This is an opportunity for women to share experiences about how to create change in society. Poland’s first lady attends and speaks with four other prominent women on the opening panel. She is heavyset and cheerful. “Any role we choose to play should be treated with respect.”

			These women are not afraid of putting themselves forward: the Polish representative to the EU gives us a geopolitical lecture on pushing for a united Europe but also asks what the assembled crowd wants to fight for. In Poland, women are too low on the electoral lists, said the senior political analyst, one of the other panel members, which holds them back.

			Magda is an old-school, cropped-hair feminist. Her outrage shudders through the microphone and around the giant hall. In Poland today there are no abortions, there is no sex education, and there is a fear of homosexuals and of selling contraceptives. Why is this? she asks. Why is there such a huge gap between men’s and women’s salaries, and why has the violence-against-women law not been implemented?

			The proceedings kick off with a group of nuns in rural costume bellowing out traditional anthems. Each regional group stands up and waves its flag.

			Poland has always been a crossroads. Its people, its food, its language reflect the fierceness, bleakness, bad temper, occasional sweetness, and deep pragmatism of its people. It was the only country in World War II to have had no civic or societal collaboration at any level. The Poles fought relentlessly to keep the Germans at bay. And Hitler fought relentlessly to subdue and exterminate them—he wanted Warsaw to become a “geographic notion,” a ghost on the map.

			At the Warsaw Uprising Museum, my tour guide makes this clear in his bleak and saddening monotone. They were invaded by Germany and occupied by the Soviets. “Everyone had their way with us,” he says. And yet in the ghetto and during the uprising they spat and fought back.

			On entering the museum, which is a model of modern cross use (it is artfully housed within the old tram depot), a strange rhythmic pounding envelops you: it is the human heart beating. It is our memory, to remind us.

			The six-minute animated film Miasto Ruin is a composite that stitches together photos of every single block in Warsaw to re-create the landscape and language of damage. The viewer flies northward, over and up the river Vistula, and turns around again to survey the damage. It is six minutes of relentless and elegant visual assault.

			One hundred girls, parents, teachers, ministers, and government officials gather on plastic seats at the Ministry of Labor and Social Policy for a ceremony to award the winners of an annual competition for high school students writing an essay on the theme “I am a woman, I am a boss.”

			I look around the room at this ancient society elbowing its way through a jumble of historic and current confusion. Someone on the podium invokes Walt Disney’s recipe for designing a business: to be a dreamer, a realist, and a critic. A seventeen-year-old girl wins the essay competition for an entry titled “I Want to Be an Archbishop.” How could she not with such a subversive and simple aim? Her prize is an internship with the labor ministry.

			The Headhunter

			Always have one. You will fall madly in love with him or her—and why not? They are offering you a new world—an escape to a brighter future. If you are lucky and they are good at selling you, more money will of course materialize. They sidle up to you through your voice mail with the suggestion that you might “know of someone interested in a position.” This is code for they want to talk to you.

			I had a glamorous woman from a global company approach me. She was blond and on fire with the possibilities of my candidacy for some insurance-association job. The boss told me that he was looking for “bastards and bitches” to work for him. I quite liked his style. He and his partner had just adopted some Chinese orphans. I was offered the job and a shitty office. I declined, and the headhunter was not amused. I see her around, here and there, and know that she wants me again for something. But an office is important—particularly when you use it sixty hours a week.

			Then there was the kindly Irish American man who didn’t have a job but interviewed me to see who I was. This happened after the museum pink slip. I liked his approach. It’s a different kind of headhunting. He gets to know you, prescreens you, and then fits you into a position. He got me into the charity. And the worst thing was that having secured that opportunity, he then had to promise never to approach me again. These are the rules of headhunting.

			No such rules for Mr. Northern California. He believes in soul—and spoiling women with bespoke jewelry. He placed me in a job where I am swimming around in the cream and is now talking about yanking me out of it. My head is spinning. “We need to focus on your future,” he tells me in an early morning e-mail.

			Success

			Enjoy other people’s successes. There is nothing sweeter than seeing your friends emerge triumphant. And there is nothing more gracious than genuinely embracing other people’s good fortune. It will work for you when your time comes.

			Today I learned that an old friend has been named the head of a museum in New York. I started to cry. I am not sure why. I think it was because I can only imagine the journey it took him to get there: the accumulation of scholarship and excellence, goodwill and effort, many late nights, and, of course, a keen political nose that prevented him from being run over, during the last thirteen years, by some of the most vicious people in the art world.

			The tears were mixed up with gratitude that our tiny but amazing generation is finally emerging into the world of leadership. So I wrote him a real letter and reminded him that, as the boss, for good or bad, “it all starts at the top.”

			Often I have felt fear as I walked into a new office for the first time. The stakes are high: mortgage, school fees, debt, and of course ego. There is always a hierarchy at work, and you need to find out pretty quickly where you fit in.

			Your father lost his job once. He came home unexpectedly at lunchtime on a Tuesday. I was home from work and feeding Brendan in his high chair. It was summer and very hot. He walked into the kitchen and casually said that he had “got the old pink slip.” This was always our way of joking about losing a job—except this time it was real. For nine months he looked around, and there was still no job. So he went back to teaching, his passion, and found his groove again.

			It was a long time—that nine months. We accumulated debt as we lived off our savings, then our credit cards, then our families. He lost his voice; he gained weight. He was alternately euphoric and depressed. He hated being an actuary. He hated corporate constraint. He hated working all hours on requests for proposals that never went anywhere.

			As you know, it happened to John too. He then turned his energy to running the household instead of looking for a job. He was a marvel. Home-cooked meals, things fixed around the house. Children to sundry medical appointments, long lunches with former colleagues. He didn’t want to be freelance, he lacked the temperament, he said, and he was too old to get a real job. So he brooded and cooked and built the extension and the new basement flat. And then we didn’t get married because he wouldn’t marry me without a job. And then he left.

			In life you are in or out. Up or down. You will have many jobs, possibly a number of careers. Hopefully you will find mentors and guides, and in time become one yourself. You will acquire skills and contacts, bad habits and good ones. You will make friends and enemies. There is a work geography that comes with office life; you will establish many special and regular places to have lunch and coffee. And the people who serve you will become a part of your daily rhythm—punctuating your office life and acting as an antidote to the people you work with.

			After many years, your brother asked me out of the blue, when he was about six, where my cloak was. I remember telling you all that going to work was like going to war, and that Daddy had given me a special invisible cloak to protect me. Probably an aggressive metaphor for a bunch of toddlers, but there you have it. War was right. Only sometimes you don’t actually have to leave the house to find yourself in a war zone.

		

	
		
			IV.

			Blood Greed
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Consciousness is the act of being fully alive. It requires creating something new within yourself. You have to probe deeply into a place that you don’t even know exists, without a clear sense of where it will lead you. It’s hard because you don’t quite know what you are looking for or how it should feel.

			Then when you find that place, you have to drag up whatever you discover and hold it to the light, slowly, for inspection, before letting it go. When you return (don’t let it go so deep that you can’t hear it humming away and nudging you from time to time), you will feel ideas and fragments of illumination that might worry and exhilarate you but that may also make you more humane.

			From my experience, without consciousness (or, in other words, a genuine connection to self) depression has a way of slipping in. It can show up as anxiety or dullness, compulsion, neurosis, narcissism, even madness. And sometimes it’s just sadness or a sense of abandonment. Perhaps even a feeling of unmet need or incompleteness. Sometimes it’s drinking and cutting. It doesn’t matter. It comes.

			It’s usually there in families, pouring down through the generations. A casual look at a family tree and some good medical records will show you that the patterns of depression repeat themselves from generation to generation. Polly, my therapist, once told me that the sticky residue that families inflict on each other has physical form.

			I was first introduced to depression in a supermarket when I was nineteen. I found my mother huddled on the steps, rocking back and forth. She had carefully laid her clutch of shopping bags to rest on the four steps beneath her (a neat detail that seemed so incongruous with the wretched heap I found) and announced that she was not moving ever from her place on the stairs.

			Assuming that she was ill, I offered to call a doctor. This offer she resisted. I hailed a taxi instead and took us home. It took her seven years to improve.

			She had been victim and aggressor for so long that finally her psyche caved in. At least that is my nonprofessional interpretation of the illness that lasted nearly a decade. The depression nicely coincided with the start of my university summer vacation—I imagined a gentle twelve-week interregnum, reading to Mother and sitting in our London garden with tea and the papers while the patient convalesced quietly.

			The mornings were full of fear and her constant foot twisting. Afternoons “it” lifted somewhat, and we went to doctors and the shrink, where I sat in on sessions in which she could only articulate that I should never leave her and certainly never marry.

			We mixed and changed, reduced and increased her drugs and watched her weight fluctuate. The trouble, when she could talk about it, seemed to be a fear of something that existed in a place just above her head. She was living constantly in that place we all know well: where the floorboards moan and someone uninvited is about to emerge from the shadows with a knife. Or at least that is the way she described it. The depression took on a physical male shape—a third presence between us, of whom I became very wary.

			October came and I went back to university. Six months passed, and she started teaching again. Her shrink developed colon cancer, and she refused to tell him anything. He didn’t teach her how to talk, and she wasn’t interested. I attended a few incoherent slanging matches during which she met his questions with sad commentaries on her mother the bitch—and then he died.

			She relapsed and changed her drugs. She improved and went abroad. Her progress was chaotic but eventually went mostly forward. We read, between us, only one book about depression: William Styron’s Darkness Visible, which my aunt sent her. It worked for her because it was literature. And I think that was all that mattered.

			My understanding of depression is that it is like a gray curtain pulled across the midday sun. There is enough light to see by but not enough illumination to read. You can exist, of course, but not at that fine-tuned point that makes life occasionally so sweet. I have a friend who recently told me that during his years with his wife he felt neither the high notes nor the low—just the middle range of existence.

			When you scratch beneath the surface, there is always a family link. Uncle Dan, a lecturer in library science, stopped talking for two years—much to the consternation of his students. And then one of his daughters had her own problems. She gave up studying to be a doctor. She now teaches yoga.

			The research is staggering and the results improving. A generation of people now benefit from selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors (SSRIs) such as Lexapro, Zoloft, and Prozac. Depression affects your brain as a chemical imbalance; these drugs act to reset the chemicals, and one’s whole way of looking at life. I realized only years into our relationship that John had lacked joy for almost as long as I had known him. After three years, I was as inured to his condition as he was. The belly laugh was gone; the shy smile only just enough to convince me that he was still “there.”

			But I was tired—of what, I wasn’t sure. Probably being the only optimist. There is always a moment of belated understanding. My friend Nancy said he seemed depressed. The way she said it, it sounded as though he needed a good holiday or a dry martini.

			When John and I first met, we were driving through Georgetown and he took his hands off the wheel and joyfully exclaimed, “There is nothing that we can’t do.” I exulted at this declaration of limitless possibilities. For a long time, he struggled with depression. But eventually his good mood seeped back into our lives. It even surprised him. There was a smile, an occasional note of optimism.

			When I was seventeen, I couldn’t focus. My memory was slipping away from me. My books made no sense and my writing became large and childish. It was the autumn term of upper sixth at St. Mary’s, Ascot, 1983. All learning stopped. I went to class and submitted rambling nonsense. I took to my room and listened to Dire Straits. I finally stopped talking. This giving up, this taking away of my brain, was so horrifying that I spent most of my time in bed. I thought that by not moving, I might arrest the progression.

			It lasted only four weeks. But the fear of being mentally unpacked has never left me. I returned to my desk one day, and the page came into focus, the words stuck in my memory, made sense and began to flow again. But I know that they can stop at any time. Often I hold my breath and watch myself as I struggle to search around, inside my head, for a word that sometimes I can’t find. And I wonder if it’s coming back.

			Of course it did—years later—more driven by external events that had tried me and left me cracked and empty. But I knew this time when and whom to ask for help.

			And so I sat in the car, one early summer afternoon, parked at the end of the block on Lamont Street, and slammed my head against the steering wheel. I started to slap my face back and forth. I wanted to hurt in order to feel.

			I knew what was happening to me, but this time it was more primitive. It wasn’t a loss of sanity; it was loss of will. My neck was stuck and my fingers were going numb. I drove to Dr. P.’s and I walked in with no appointment: “Help me now. Don’t let me go under. Help me to help them.” And she did. And she does.

			It returns sometimes, and I have learned to bring it close: the anxiety and the guilt, the fear and the hate. But I have limited my exposure. I have found a tiny and clean place in my head where all the junk goes. It’s a kind of temporary fortress that I have to rebuild every morning until the walls are so strong that one day I can start the process of decorating instead of just fortifying. And when the hate seeps out unexpectedly, and my humanity fades into revenge, I surrender to it and indulge it. Take your monsters out and let them walk around. Feed them a meal—late at night or in the loo at work. It takes too much effort to always keep them locked up.

			The Natural Order of Things

			When I was a child, Mum hoovered four or five times a day. She did not iron or scrub, but she liked to dust and polish and arrange. Anything out of place—a guest’s umbrella, briefcase, or coat—instantly disappeared. She began to do this increasingly in other people’s houses too, rearranging their things or “just straightening up.” She explained that our rooms are never to be touched: only pictures of her choosing were to be hung on the walls.

			 • • • 
As a child, before I have risen from my afternoon nap, the bed is straightened, the pillows rearranged. I realize we are in a race to defeat the rhythms of the day. I begin to join her. If we empty the dustbin enough times, then we will have won the daily domestic struggle against chaos.

			I help her in this by making sure that before sleeping all the drawers to my dresser are firmly shut; that my bedside table is exactly aligned against my bed; that the door is closed but not quite shut, at a specific angle I mark on the floor; and that the water in my glass is filled to a specific unseen line. Soon we are conquering tomorrow by putting out clothes for it the night before.

			I begin to take up her mantra of control. I count all steps, everywhere. One missed step means returning to the beginning, which tests even her patience, as I run down the stairs at the High Street Kensington tube for another count. I start talking backward and translating everything in my head that I read or is spoken to me. I begin to come across as a very slow child.

			She is sweetness and anger all mixed up together because she has never clarified for herself the target of her depression.

			She is not assisted in life by a husband who does not have a problem with drink: he is drink. Over time, his hand toying with a cold glass of vodka in a tranquil drawing room became a hand clutching a bottle of vodka in the street.

			But before that time, the drink was always a family affair. The two young girls rabbiting along beside each other, to see who could first find and capture his slippers in their dressing room, while he opened up the bar for something with tonic and perfectly square ice cubes—we were always there to compete for the first sip, a little taste to make us giddy and grown.

			After our girlish ritual and his third or fourth top-up, his eyes would ease their focus. Then big ideas were proclaimed and bad things said and done, after which he would settle back into his favorite armchair and read the International Herald Tribune or a tome on the Bauhaus. The problems start when you must adapt to fear to survive.

			So I don’t ask why when I get the call about Grandpa. The one where they tell me, “Your father has fallen in the street drunk again in Maine, and he is dying of end-stage liver disease.” Instead I ask how and when.

			I walk carefully into the hospital ward in rural Maine and dread seeing him; I manage to catch a quick glimpse of him standing up, reflected in the window of his room. He is orange—really orange. And his stomach is large and tight like a woman about to give birth.

			“Who do you think is in charge here?” he asks me, as I walk in and sit down. I say nothing and watch. He is mad with the tremors and withdrawal. He insists I go to Brooks Brothers and buy him shirts. His neighbor is a boy in a wheelchair, whose wife has just left him. He and I spend as much time as we can in the smoking room. I wheel him around and light and hold his cigarettes for him. He can’t use his hands or legs. And he tells me about life before the accident. He is eighteen.

			The social worker is puzzled: your father talks of owning The Scream by Munch, living in London, writing for The New Yorker. “Your father lies, doesn’t he?” she asked me. “Mostly not,” I say. The only one of those things he has not done is write for The New Yorker.

			How long? A week, a month, a year—the doctor tells me when I finally get hold of him. My father has no functioning liver left.

			Gerry, his landlord, shows up at the hospital and begs me to clean up his apartment. There is three years of what he discreetly describes as “accumulated human filth.” I beg off and pay him to get someone else to do the job that I can’t face and won’t do.

			It takes at least a week for him to withdraw from the alcohol. It hurts. He sweats and vomits. He also moans a lot.

			I go to the cinema one afternoon and watch Gwyneth Paltrow in some romantic comedy and laugh my ass off.

			After three days I fly back to DC and go to the bar at the Ritz and drink champagne and pray that he will die quickly.

			 • • • 
His life continued. He forgave and forgot nothing. I knew he wasn’t a monster when I finally realized that he was a sociopath. He just didn’t have enough humanity.

			The refusal to open his Christmas gifts until June of the following year was part of the package, so to speak. So was the promise to come home followed by the six-month business trip and the speech at my wedding about how I didn’t get into law school—any of them.

			Your uncle Peter and I had gone up together to see him in Maine another, earlier, time, also at Christmas. We had to go—I am not sure why: to rescue him perhaps. There had been a story about a fall from a seawall. We slept in a motel, sharing a room, waiting for him to call.

			We met him in a family restaurant with red plastic tablecloths and dingy lighting. Of course we didn’t order a drink, but he did: “My father said he would rather die than give up drinking,” he told us. “I feel the same way, so stop wasting your time.” I forget what we ate. He left us with the bill and got into his car and drove off to his borrowed lodgings. Then we both had a drink, went back to the hotel, and watched a film. And then we flew home.

			Once in New York, when Peter lived there, we three were strolling up an avenue somewhere on the Lower East Side. It was after a grand Sunday lunch. We walked past a homeless man slowly shaking a McDonald’s coffee cup. My father, Tom, looked at him and said: “I used to give money to people like that and now all I want to do is steal from him.”

			It was a good line, neatly delivered. But also a sad one because that’s how bad it was for him: forever behind on the rent, waiting for the next big deal, drinking on someone else’s tab, giving up on the rent, living in someone else’s spare room, finally sleeping on someone else’s sofa, and then moving out of the city. The decline led him to Maine, where he coerced shelter from yet another unsuspecting and impressionable person. So he reduced his life: as long as the vodka was cheap and he had an audience, things carried on.

			I fear his legacy. Does his rot linger in me? Is it inevitable that I will somehow catch it when my guard is down? My friend M., a journalist, fears that he will end up in a cardboard box on the street. He has no idea how close Tom came to that—and how close I am to that in my head as well.

			 • • • 
And now he is nearing the end. It seems to have come quickly. He has gone from sitting upright and asking, “Why aren’t you taking me out for lunch?” to, three weeks later, lying prone with eyes shut and signaling his approval of Bella’s report card with a slight but clear clapping of his hands. He doesn’t speak, and signals that we are to leave by grabbing his pillow and putting it over his eyes.

			My impression is that he wants to die, which, under the circumstances, seems like a reasonable decision. I don’t call him anymore. I don’t want to interrupt the business of dying. I am trying to convey how normal this is in the great scheme of things. I haven’t quite convinced myself of that, though, and probably come off as shrill and rather desperate in my defense of the “natural order of things.”

			Our last visit is about six or seven minutes. We crowd around him, and I ask all of you to sit down so we don’t tower over him. But his attention is no longer with us. He hasn’t eaten in weeks and is very thin, although he still has that great head of hair. His hands are strangely red and are clasped quite firmly around the sides of the bed rails. They put them up because he kept falling out of bed. The last thing I remember him saying to me was, “I miss being out in the world.” I would too.

			I leave the Ghirardelli Christmas chocolates for Brownie, his nurse from Jamaica, and we file out past the other residents, many of whom are cheery and smile at you, the visiting grandchildren. We return to our Christmas Day activities and rejoin the world for an elegant supper at Jean and Jim’s house.

			Here’s the bitch of it: You can’t mourn a man who didn’t love you. But this is what I will do. I will mourn quietly not being loved—for at least a while. I ought to be too grown up for childish grief and rage at such an elemental lack, but somehow I know I am not. It is the original injury.

			Publicly there will be no real leave-taking: his friends are dead or long cheated in some scheme. He did not live in a community. He lived on the very edge of society and took pride in that: this was a man who had no possessions, no house, nothing of his own—a fact that he repeated over and over with a real smile. At the end it was cash only. And a trail of family and friends left with worthless IOUs.

			Toward the end, before entering the old people’s home, when Peter had brought him down to live with him in DC, he played his last card. Peter was late to pick him up from surgery at Georgetown University Hospital. So with a fresh brain shunt inserted in his head, he left the hospital, took a taxi, and checked into the Holiday Inn on Wisconsin Avenue. He had no money, just his wit and a good Brooks Brothers suit as his passport to a seat at the bar and a room key. Then his money ran out. It was a stylish move, until the bill had to be paid.

			Waiting for Death to Unfold

			Anticipating his death, Uncle Bill—Tom’s younger brother—and I spoke about cremating him and then burying the remains in what my grandmother triumphantly claimed was “the last burial plot with a view of the lake” at the family cemetery. He’d given me the plot certificate years ago and I had been holding on to it.

			Uncle Bill brought a clarifying and sensible perspective to the havoc Tom wreaked on all of us. Bill had been dumped drunk into rehab by two good friends, nearly fifty years before, and had been sober since. He still had the obsessive qualities of an addict except he directed them to help others. He was relentless, focused, a believer in the twelve-step approach and has saved many people’s lives. He would not be sentimental, nor allow me to be, at Tom’s death.

			On the day that Tom had his seizure one of the nuns on her rounds happened past his room and heard his gasping. The ambulance came, the hospital bed was found, and the eventual consensus was that without the machines he couldn’t breathe on his own.

			DNR: do not resuscitate. Those were his orders. Granny, Peter, and I stood to the side, with the gorgeous blond Polish nun, Sister Donna, while the Nigerian priest, Father Stan, gave Tom the last rites, referring to him as Dr. Gherkin. We then went out to the waiting room while they unhooked the machines. One of the nurses in the adjacent bathroom let out a howl of satisfaction from the loo. Having finished her business, she walked out smiling and greeted us—a moment to cherish.

			Then the real deathwatch began. Although in its very early stages it was interrupted by yet another priest who came, unbidden, for more last rites, which we agreed to on the assumption that you can’t get enough help on your way to safe passage. Peter and I sat at the foot of the bed and stared endlessly at the telemetry (the machines with the numbers showing blood pressure, heart rate, oxygen intake), assuming that this would go fast. It didn’t.

			When, after six hours, we realized that it would be slow, we settled into a comfortable rhythm: BlackBerries and books out—all death protocol thrown to the wind. By day two we knew how everything worked. We learned quickly how to change in and out of the blue scrubs and the weird rubber gloves. The cafeteria was in the basement, although better coffee could be found at the stand on the ground floor. Valet parking really was free—so use it. The hospital had the amenities of a three-star hotel.

			Tom’s eyes flickered open occasionally, with the eyeball rolled back in the socket. Brendan came to visit, and his eyes snapped open, unfocused. He knew Brendan was there. You could feel his recognition.

			A deathwatch is half-traumatic and half-boring. We make it traumatic with our grief. He made it boring because he was taking forever to die. Morphine was coaxed through his system through a mask. I made the nurses apply minty balm to his lips because they were chapped.

			Then Granny got into a huge fight with the hospital administrators, insisting that he be moved back to his nursing home with the nuns who would provide hospice care. Peter and I thought she was wrong. But she was right. They needed him back with them because Tom had become one of theirs. So back to his room at the Sacred Heart Home he went: hospice care provides morphine but no electronic monitoring. It didn’t matter. When he returned, he was ready.

			The call came early on Saturday morning—a week after the seizure. We sat by his side. The nuns and nurses floated in and out. His color turned high red and then slowly the yellow you associate with corpses. We kissed him good-bye. It was peaceful and dignified. He let out a slow last breath, and that was it. He was still warm when I touched his left leg. The nuns and doctor gathered around with us, as people have done for centuries, to reminisce. He was ours until he was the funeral home’s.

			The head nun said that having him with them made them better people. I loved her for her forgiveness and for her charity. I wasn’t there yet myself. Neither was I in the mood to posthumously convert his behavior into that of the naughty schoolboy. Still, her words made me think about a different way to view him. I am still mulling them over.

			You went to the service for him in the home, which was attended by all the inhabitants, most of whom were in wheelchairs. Peter had put some nice photos of Tom together in a collage that stood off to the side of the altar. A mass was said by Father Stan, who did, as I feared, bring “Dr. Gherkin” back to life in his eulogy, one more time. Peter thanked everyone and said almost nothing about his father—the absence of comment telling. No one else said a word. And then we all went off to Café Milano for lunch.

			Uncle Bill knew what was happening. I rang to tell him that Tom was dead. He cried because Tom was his last brother to go. But he was realistic. We would bury what the funeral people refer to as the “cremains” later in the year at the family plot.

			Bill had always reminded me of Tom’s scams and outrageous behavior: his casual destruction of other people’s lives, the vicious temper and the relentless quest to freelance off other people’s efforts—their time, their money, their shelter, and their connections. He casually surfed across their lives of depth, stability, and meaning. He showed up unexpectedly with demands and expectations—and a singular lack of emotional and impulse control that suggested there was something really wrong with his frontal cortex. Sociopaths are lost to conscience.

			There was a summer holiday at Disney World in 1976. We were staying in the swampland section with rooms designed like tiki huts. We went over with Nanny Helen to our parents’ hut, to pick them up for an afternoon of rides. We arrived in the middle of an explosive rant about lost mail. Tom was shaking and screaming; my mother, Sarah, was completely silent, and it was Peter then who finally told him to fuck off and leave.

			Tom left and rejoined the holiday a week later, but it was clear that he had lost control—and he didn’t seem to care.

			With these two parents, the central negotiation was how much they wanted from you. There was a light caress at bedtime when you couldn’t quite avoid their need or escape the hot breath of their possession. The right to run roughshod was always there, too, and often exercised. The “blood greed” equation: I own you and you owe me.

			They were both refugees from reality.

			At the origin of our story together, we, your parents, hold all the power. It’s just the way it is. But parents do not own their children. My needs are not your needs.

			I never had much infant innocence. When I was born, my mother and I were unprepared for each other—what we would find, what we would lack, what we would lose when we went in search of each other. Early on I knew that I was somehow deeply wrong.

			Neither one of us bought the other a moment’s peace. By age six I was slightly sour about where I found myself in life. My parents early on taught me some useful vocabulary words: I was irascible and pugnacious from my mother, and irritating and impudent from my father.

			I struggled to be free and to be heard. What I wished for was a still, composed love with no demands. How should she have let me go? How should I let you go? As parents, there is a gracious autonomy and healthy distance that we should unfold bit by bit as we understand through the years our need to first fuse with you and then unfuse from you. We try and model for you the person we want you to be.

			You may find, if you become a parent, that same inclination or temptation to control your children, but it doesn’t work. Your own childish insurrections may well have been a reasoned response, a desire to wrestle early from me this same autonomy that you well deserved and that I was loath to relinquish. It is my responsibility to lead you down this emotional route, although this careful parental shepherding can be tricky, particularly if you have not experienced it yourself as a child.

			It helps to be sure that our relationships with family and with friends are authentic and not transactional, that they are gently and willingly and laughingly given. You may find that these are the ones that last best.

			Surrender and Leap

			Sometimes, in the day’s unfolding, there will be a moment of clarity: this daily life will carry on as I move through the ages—young, middle, old, and then gone. There won’t be many such for you yet, because conceiving of the end of one’s life is rarely possible for a young and healthy person. But there are moments of understanding that are brief and punchy. Pay attention to them.

			I had one today while driving to pick up Brendan from school. Autumn is here finally. The trees are going about their business of splashing out in burning colors and then shedding their crispy leaves. I saw nature’s relentless pattern. I didn’t feel irrelevant—I just wondered whether I would matter and whether I would ever feel alive enough.

			My historic operating mode is anxiety and then fear. Sometimes, when I have cleaned up my act and things appear on an even keel, I don’t know what to do with that blank space that was occupied by fear. My gut feels empty—scratchy and ill fitting. It is loose and must be belted tightly in a double knot.

			I have programmed myself to respond to a particularly dull but comfortable and familiar weight. Without this fear map I don’t really know how to direct myself. It feels like I am losing the power steering in my head.

			And yet every day since I recognized this pattern, I have tried to imagine and then own a life further from the edge. I don’t know what will emerge. No fear, no control, no power. No me. Sick, isn’t it?

			Yes, you will discover the cost and the price of being human. Charlotte, last week you asked me if I was a feminist. I replied that I was a humanist, which may not technically be correct. But what I meant was that my philosophy is to be fully engaged with the world and with the people around me—and to treat them all with care and kindness. This is my aim. Not necessarily the outcome.

			Humanity will take all manner of unexpected forms, and the hits and bullets will come: mental illness, family trauma, sickness, insanity, violent death. All these will probably make their way through your life at some time or other. What to do? Freeze or scream? Bow your head or look away? Or you can find that spirit deep within you: unmovable, resilient, loving, courageous, and mostly hidden; it will whisper to you and succor you when you most need guidance and support.

			When I ignore my spirit and surrender to fear, or am reminded of pain or feel cornered, I notice a silence that stops my breathing, and across my forehead I feel this vinegary surge of heat that creeps down my neck. Ironically, it is the same feeling I have when I feel love or lust. These strong emotions are all intertwined. One’s body reacts to the spectrum of intense feelings in almost the same way.

			There is a simple approach to life that has taken me years to articulate: life is now. I am trying to cultivate a belief in, even a surrender to, the notion that there are other forces at work guiding one’s life. That is not to say that you can’t or shouldn’t guide and form a life, but I believe (after much resistance) that there is also a path that takes shape on its own, and that is the journey.

			It comes to me early in the morning, during the time of half-formed thoughts and intuition: a lurking guide that is wordless but potent. I don’t know how to give it words. Perhaps I shouldn’t try. It’s a force that shapes my life. It has helped me to stop wanting to control outcomes without surrendering the will to shape my life. It is somewhat magical. And when I am in pain or sad or completely helpless, I say over and over: “I surrender, I surrender, I surrender.” Maybe I exhaust myself with the fatigue of repeating this mantra, because at some point I calm down and then let life be what it is.

			I had a dream last night of ice shifting beneath me and a giant ball of snow passing overhead—an avalanche rushing by me. I was hurled by its force onto a wooden deck overhanging a murky lagoon, across which I had to swim to you to safety. A man dressed like a hunter, in army fatigues, stood sentry next to you with his shotgun ready for whatever emerged from the deep.

			You yelled at me to come to you, to dive in and swim to safety—which I then did, with you hauling me out of the dark waters. What I understood was that these leaps to safety I had taken before must be taken again and will be taken again. It was my obligation to risk the dive.

			I awoke owning the message. No harm had come to me. But you somehow had shown me the way. So surrendering and leaping are really like a pendulum. I didn’t even know that I could do both—until now.

			After Tom’s death, I didn’t sleep—for months. There was grief with no grief. The hidden group of people who have lost parents then emerges to tell you what to expect: you will want food or no food—sleep or no sleep. There will be inappropriate dozing off and lack of focus. It’s a physical assault. It’s also a carefully regulated process. Forget the emotions.

			Dr. P. had told me that after a death there is still much time to come to terms with that person. Their going presents an opportunity. I resigned my job, flew to London, and spent the weekend walking, in memory of him, past all his old haunts, and then returned to work where the mission to alleviate poverty was central, where people were focused and where I felt accomplished. Surrender and leap.

			The other part of this approach is neatly summarized in a book I have been reading with the unnerving title When Things Fall Apart. The author talks of five transcendent actions: generosity, discipline, patience, exertion, and meditation. She also says this: “Be aware of what we think, what we say, and what we do.”

			I think the point of all this is to control the ego and let other forces of humanity find their day in the sunlight. So I try to be aware. And I try to pursue that as a way of living an integrated life.

			It is the daily practice of meaningful existence.

		

	
		
			V.

			Home

			 
[image: ]
Your sense of home and belonging will not always be connected to a place. It shifts. It moves. And so will you.

			We moved, I moved. I started out alone in fine style in Kalorama with its narrow streets, nineteenth-century lamplights, and French apartment balconies, basking in its sense of moneyed calm and doorman-attended comfort. Your father and I then moved together to the other end of the city, to a neighborhood that my mother generously described as “multicultural”—read black.

			In 1991, 2527 Twelfth Street was in the middle of a war zone. But the street itself was safe and the neighbors friendly. They were families who had gone neither down nor up in the sixty years they had lived there, working as security guards and cleaners and mailmen. Two men, both called Earl, ran the street, guarding us and their assorted extended families with a quiet vigilance.

			Next door to us, the neighbors raised wolves in the garden. They didn’t often make much noise, but when they did it was a Halloween sound track like no other.

			We had no air-conditioning and a number of the windows in the dining room were cracked and broken, letting in wind and rain. Our house had been a speakeasy in the 1920s, with a beautiful, intact, glass-brick bar in the basement, owned and run by a Mr. Jefferson. Mail still came for him.

			It seemed a good idea at the time.

			We had a wedding party when I was six months pregnant and only half the guests showed up—either out of fear or because they got lost. The little girls two doors down called me Monster; they couldn’t pronounce Margaret, as my parents had christened me. I was lumbering and pregnant, walking back and forth, down and up the hill to my office on M Street every day, staying fit and feeling poor.

			At night, as the summer of 1991 grew stronger and hotter and June started to flame out as the hottest month on record, we went, like absurd refugees, to the Kennedy Center to borrow some cool air. It was a sweet and desperate relief to walk into the icy hall and breathe in careful gulps of frosty Freon.

			You arrived, as Peter, your uncle, timed the contractions with a watch with no second hand. He was wrapped decorously in a towel, sitting on our bed, staring at me nervously, while Daddy fetched the car.

			The family from London and Dublin came to inspect you, and they all stayed at the Ritz. The christening was carried out with indecorous speed at Holy Trinity and the Cosmos Club, as if you were fatally ill. A driver brought the relatives out to see us, and with exquisite grace and restraint everyone admired the pieces of family furniture and gorgeous things that we had accumulated from our wedding in this house of horrors and delight.

			Too hot for clothes, I breast-fed you naked in bed. One day a strange Hispanic man walked into the house and came up the stairs. I watched him carefully turn the corner and come to the doorway of our room. I had nowhere to go and neither did he. Daddy escorted him next door, to the right house, and I called the estate agent. We were gone.

			Logan Circle, 1716 Thirteenth Street. The prostitutes and the crackheads. Or as my friend Kevin so sweetly put it: “Out of the flames and back into the fire.”

			The neighbor’s tenant, an intern on the Hill, was shot on her doorstep by a gang of twelve-year-olds. She lost her liver and her spleen. We were white people living on the edge, but with the advantage of being a little nearer to town—a little hipper but a lot closer to gunfights.

			The rent was thirteen hundred dollars per month. We had bars on all the doors and another baby on the way. But there was air-conditioning, four fireplaces, and a hot tub in the garden.

			The landlords, giddy with some bullish notion that the house could be sold to us for three hundred thousand, offered to sell. Thus began the hunt for a place to buy high on a hill. For three months, Bella was dopey in my arms as I lumbered from house to house through that interminable winter. This was during the great blizzard of 1994 that left ice pathways and banked snowdrifts.

			I saw many houses that we couldn’t afford. One with a swimming pool in the dining room we seriously contemplated. Our real estate agent was insane—completely. She had a laugh like a beached seal and employed a group of shabby associates along with a gaggle of pointy-heeled mortgage brokers. It was a crack team that she had going with her. Our outer limit was $250,000. She found us a house for $265,000, with a view of the cathedral that she described as the green city on the hill from The Wizard of Oz. It had seven bedrooms and a basement we could rent out.

			There was a formal burled-walnut staircase, original chandeliers, a modern kitchen, and a secret back stairway. A garden long enough for two swimming pools completed the seduction. It was being sold by a dual-income lawyer couple with twins, who moved to Bethesda after the Mount Pleasant stalker freaked them out. We begged, borrowed, and stole to buy it. The sun set over the cathedral, as I watched from our bedroom window, in a rush of color and energy that left me breathless every evening. And so we started the last part of our marriage in this huge and happy family house with room for all plus the tenant, his girlfriend, and their dog.

			One weekend the FBI knocked on our door, wanting to set up surveillance cameras on the roof to monitor the drug traffic in a house down the street. Daddy demurred. Across the street, the halfway house, a former mansion with a Tiffany stained-glass window and a copper roof, was bought by a musician who was caught in the King’s Cross fire and compensated for his burns. He moved in a colony of musician friends, and the place came alive but continued to disintegrate.

			The neighborhood was a medley of international development hands back from postings in the backwaters of Honduras and Bangalore who saw the benefit of a local food co-op. There was nothing shiny or rich about this place. We bought it for the space and the fresh air.

			We held many dinners and birthday parties, Christmas suppers and Boxing Day cocktail parties in that house. It was six years and then it was over when Daddy and I decided we couldn’t hold our marriage together anymore. It had become a palace and a prison.

			Like many young couples with children with much to lose by parting, we tried everything: therapy, mediation, couples counseling, long walks, and talks with trusted mutual friends. What we couldn’t overcome was the profound, aching, and destructive difference in our personalities, attitudes, and ways of engaging with life that eventually couldn’t be ignored and yet couldn’t be fixed. It was a deliberate and slow process of unraveling.

			You hid a note to the next owners behind the fireplace, in a plastic freezer bag, welcoming them and reminding them of your place in the house’s history. The morning we left I found the iron burning slowly through the carpet in the library—it was about an hour away from burning through the floorboards. I cried and then rang the carpet man who came to replace the burned hole.

			And then we were off that summer to live in Uncle Peter’s house—a refuge for his sister and three children, then eight, five, and three. The hallways were studded with photos of him interviewing bin Laden and his armed associates—much to Brendan’s fascination.

			Working and raising three young children alone requires exquisite logistical prowess and a deep well of certitude—even when you are not feeling particularly confident. In some ways I learned to fake a lot of bright-eyed enthusiasm as I put you all to sleep in different beds, in a different house, without the steadying nighttime presence of Daddy.

			Initially I was shocked by the distinct asymmetry in the decision making, the rule setting, the plan making, the refereeing of squabbles. And shocked at my new label: “single parent.” But I had chosen this, so I was going to try to make the most of our time together, balanced against the new fear I felt at guiding you all alone.

			I had three jobs: to recognize your fears and attend to them, to ensure that there was enough of a predictable domestic and school routine for you in this strange new world, and to ensure that Daddy was consistently incorporated into our new domestic structure.

			We got some of it wrong. And we got some of it right. What I wanted most was to provide all of you with stability and certainty so that you would feel safe.

			Cooking and Quitting

			“I want to be a cook, Mama.” All right. No cooking school for you. It’s not in the budget. So we put you to work on Saturdays, as an apprentice with a friend at a local restaurant, Rupperts. The chef, John, cooks with his baby strapped to his back, so Lord knows they don’t mind a quiet eight-year-old, apron double hitched, rolling out cookie dough and punching out minute cookies with delicate fingers.

			Hour after hour, you carefully deposit the tiniest drops of dough onto cookie trays. After two years, you quit and promise never to run a restaurant. But you proved to me that you had determination and a will of your own.

			I have practical expectations: you make the packed lunches for all three of you, every night. You lay out your school uniforms for yourself and your siblings. At nine you start to fold the laundry and organize the towels and sheets.

			Academically, you seem to acquire all the basic educational milestones without me: the alphabet, the times tables, sentence structure, Spanish. Your handwriting is precious and precise, gently sloping backward because you are a leftie.

			You take up ballet at four and insist on playing soccer at six. “All the girls will quit at eleven,” the soccer coach intoned. “Mark my words.”

			You love to dance, adore the satiny slippers and complex, elegant requirements of body moving to music. One day, at eleven, you come home and tell me the teacher’s manner “irks” you and announce to your compliant sister that you are both quitting on the spot.

			Not so fast, I say. We start off discussing the situation. Then I get slightly heated. It was not my finest moment. You both had talent, but, more important, you don’t just up and quit things because the teacher isn’t to your liking, I say. And you certainly don’t take your little sister with you.

			Nothing could move you. I try cajoling, wheedling, bribery. You are finished with ballet. But you are still on the soccer pitch, with me shaking my head in disbelief.

			I am seriously overwhelmed by the needs of the younger ones, and I think you know instinctively to give me a break by performing academically without fuss and without too much guidance.

			We talk books and music, and occasionally I sneak in a not-so-subtle history lesson from my own childhood: “Why do siblings argue?” you ask. I am about to launch into my balance-of-power argument, but you are eight. Well, it’s mostly about getting enough attention, I say. I try to attend to you fully, when I can.

			And then the kicker from you: “As a mother, who do you love the most?” I can’t remember my exact response to that question, but I do remember that you were reasonably satisfied with the answer.

			You suffer from my obsessions with rules and the order of things. I clutch on to structure and strictures, with mild, slightly paranoid exhaustion setting in after juggling, and often jamming, the machinery of a life lived in “full catastrophe” mode.

			Sometimes I completely miscalculate everything: I drop you off at school when it’s closed or miss the Christmas party and show up a week late or a week early. Despite the fact that you often put me right, I am deaf to the truth of your correct reading of the school calendar.

			You show me how not to mother you too far, too quickly, or too intensely. You will show me what you need. And we balance the journey delicately. I am sometimes worried about making mistakes with you. But more often than not, I count as a maternal triumph the fact that we can talk so openly about money and friends. But only when you ask to do so.

			You are raucous and unrepentant when no one is looking at you and there is a safe space for exuberance in the quiet confines of your bedroom. On the playground, in among the anonymous pack of other girls and boys, you fly down the ropes and slides, stuffing your plaid school dress into your underpants. I see a little edge in your new emerging persona. It’s a groove that you are digging. “It’s Charlie, not Charlotte,” you tell me.

			Our responses to each other during the time of domestic upheaval are often silent and raw. You explain as best you can the divorce to the children. I hear you parroting my explanation about Mummy and Daddy being better off apart. And of course you add your own editorial that there will be two Christmases and two birthdays. And two sets of toys and books.

			I become worried by your charming insularity. I can feel that you are dutiful, and I know your slight boredom with life. During the divorce, reading will become your obsession, and a convenient and socially legitimate barrier to others. It will allow you to lose yourself in others’ lives, without knowing what exactly draws you in. I am jealous of your books and yet I keep piling them on you: Enid Blyton’s boarding-school stories are imported from England and Jean Plaidy’s histories of women reigning and beheaded show up in the post from your granny in London.

			The Oasis

			A year after Daddy and I split up, John walked into my life, and we all moved with him back to the old neighborhood of Mount Pleasant, a place that reminded him of the Upper West Side, where he had lived previously. He liked the way elegance jostled cheek by jowl against the gritty Hispanic high street and the organic farmers’ market.

			“Is it a mansion?” you asked when first you visited 1723 Lamont Street. There was a cathedral awe to your reverence. It was designed by a local developer, W. C. and A. N. Miller, in 1917. The facade was yellow brick, along Palladian lines. Everyone who came there responded to its proportions with a satisfied and slightly envious sigh: eleven-foot ceilings in the dining room leading to a drawing room with French doors on to a terrace.

			The street, known by its residents as the Oasis, was lamplit and leafy; I had found once again the urban refuge I had left ten years before in Kalorama. The staircase was wide and stately and topped by a skylight. The rooms were large and airy. What good wouldn’t come of living here?

			It was this house that we both fell in love with, which is a cardinal sin. The sheer beauty of it was overwhelming. Many good things happened and many shitty ones too, most of which you know about. But it sheltered us when John lost his job and his mother died and he was diagnosed with heart disease. It sheltered us again when I then lost my job. It sheltered us through birthday parties and dinner parties and Peter’s first book launch.

			It was the scene, many times, of childish tantrums and formative conversations, reading experiments and multiple cooking disasters. Dancing, arguing, drinking, loving, cursing all took place in those rooms. And above, on the second floor, in the red library with French doors that opened to the treetops and the lit streetlamps, we created a paradise of books and beauty and quiet for the ages.

			Mostly it provided me with a new way to be in a partnership that, although it ultimately ended, wasn’t necessarily unsuccessful. John and I taught each other compassion and compromise. And the importance of place.

			Early Schisms

			At eleven you grow a little wry and a little weary. The evening when you deliberately stop flying down the stairs to greet me at the door with your brother and sister when I return from work seriously catches my attention.

			Your “desertion” hastens theirs: they won’t dare show obvious enthusiasm for their mother if you don’t.

			That is when you also begin to experiment with people and ideas; your desires for autonomy and solitude ticking over or gently erupting. A competitive edge enters the conversation. School requires you to participate and to talk aloud. External adventures and engagement with the world start to encroach on our oasis. These I both encourage and dread.

			The first solo plane trip, to Spain for three weeks, with a strange family, when you are twelve, leaves me gutted and desolate. I can still picture you quietly walking to the gate with a backward look of pained regret.

			You purchase your first grown-up blue-leather wallet and fill it with money you have earned from walking the neighbors’ tyrannical dog. There is the first bus ride downtown, which you take with your siblings. I pace around after an hour. No one has a cell phone. You all return looking sober. The wrong bus. The wrong line. A friendly woman bus driver. But you are all back.

			The teachers tell me you are quiet but could one day explode. You clearly disconcert them. But you produce the work on time with good results.

			Together with your sister, we make cakes: many, many cakes. It is our religion and a way to while away time on the weekends. You are the measurer, the timekeeper, and the temperature gauger. Bella does careful egg cracking and the arduous mixing.

			We all take turns spooning out and smoothing the raw dough, and licking the spoon.

			With your brother outside in the garden making himself a bow and arrow from a tree branch and also working on an endless project to dig a trench to China, we girls get time to talk through the events and personalities of the week. The comforting smell of Victoria sponge rising in the oven allows the gossips in us to come to the surface. Who exactly, in the sixth grade, is going out with whom? Should you or should you not wear makeup to the next dance? Is Susan’s mother really getting divorced? And, no, your teacher is not pregnant; she has fibroids. Which boys in your classes are worth talking to? And why oh why do they make so much noise?

			Most of this is conversation between you sisters, which I casually pick up on while washing up. I am not yet physically excluded; that will come soon enough.

			We talk a lot, you and I, when the younger ones are in bed—that important thirty minutes. The timing of your retiring is a closely monitored exercise of sovereignty.

			The lure of comparison and competition is fierce. A querulous note appears in your voice. I feel you gradually creating the first elements of a value system: hesitant and embryonic, making statements for and against people and ideas and things.

			Should you run for school council? Your competitive nature is well hidden, but it’s there. I never dared compete, but I encourage you to. I want you to run, to stand up and put yourself on the line. Winning will require you to take your place among a group of your peers. None of this I say to you. You come to the race discretely, on your own, the urge to distinguish yourself thrumming from behind your bedroom door. Except, this time you are up against your best friend, who at the last minute enters the race for school council secretary.

			You are up all night, making “Charlie for Secretary” posters. I would rather that junior high not end with you in a pitched battle with a girl who is like your sister. But that’s what happens. You win. She is gracious in her loss. Nothing is ever quite the same between you.

			I can hear the music that is becoming your constant companion: a soundtrack for your dreams and plans. Door shut, U2 and Maroon 5 thumping against the walls.

			It is a time of huge uncertainty for you and for me. You are beginning to shape your interests, and to resist my direction. Your door is closed. Your door is open. You sometimes come sit at the edge of my bath and stick your feet in. And sometimes, when we fold laundry together, we will talk about my day at work and your day at school.

			Occasionally I can hold your hand, unbidden, in private. But now that’s as far as it goes. No one knows except us of the secret delicacy of our mission: you the oldest child; me the young, untutored mother guessing at the right responses, often laying down an unnecessary law to keep order among the three of you.

			You are dutiful and yet I feel the ineluctable sideways call of the world coming ever so slowly to our front door. You will be you, and I should just get out of your way.

			We talk a lot about choices: who gets to make them and why? you ask. Well, I do, I say. At least some of them. And then you will when you are old enough.

			A note appears on my bedroom door, hammered in place with a nail. It is a typed proclamation in the style of Luther, asserting your right and that of your sister to wear short school skirts. I have insisted on buying you ones that are tea length, so they will “last.” You want them shortened because they are absurd.

			It is the first Charlie schism and not the last. This charming and funny and serious creative act of outrage will become your leitmotif: subtle rebellion, quickly forcing the enemy to shift its strategy. The skirts are shortened. But we buy ones that will last three years. At once stretching my budget and averting a sartorial catastrophe for you and your sister. Lesson learned: flexibility.

			Sometimes I say no. No to my time, which I can’t always give you. No to the free-for-all on my soul that I can’t always tolerate. I go out for a walk. I read a book in bed. I take a bath. Survival for me requires silence and freedom from the constant pull on my skirt. I need to remember who I am so I can better lead you to who you are.

			You understand this at eleven and twelve, and very quickly and kindly redirect the siblings to activities they adore. Their favorite: the jump, throw, twist, and dive off your bed. The dance music you play for them with instructions to “listen and like.”

			You are my coconspirator as I take ninety minutes to breathe regularly again, sometimes hazily looking in the mirror and wondering if this is all there is.

			You are teaching me the talent and inclination to graciously pivot to others’ needs. I am shocked to learn this from you. Shocked into being a grown-up again after my ninety-minute holiday from constant need and always being the expert.

			I start to hear “can’t” and “won’t” from you and am secretly delighted. I see “can’t” as an admission of need and “won’t” as an assertion of a blossoming will. Sulky and silent, you start to reject my authority.

			We are teaching each other reciprocity. I showed you how to lace your shoes and draw a line with a ruler. Now you show me how to give a little, adjust a little, shift a little. Be more gentle.

			Daily, you advocate for the younger ones. You would like me to adjust my rules and regulations. You engage in smiling and winsome negotiations. I start to adjust my maternal hierarchy. I am stubborn. You are relentless. In the middle we meet, and all of a sudden their bedtime is shifted by thirty minutes.

			You bring me zest to confront the endless rote of my ordered life.

			When the time comes for you to create your own nest, I hope it will echo some of the beauty and laughter that we shared on Garfield Street, where we moved when John left. Some of that feeling of settledness, as you will soon discover, is easily re-created by choosing your things, even if there aren’t many options about your student surroundings. A vase or jug or candlestick to sit on a dresser, or a drawing or photo to hang on a wall makes wherever you are a settlement defined by your choices.

			I have borrowed and burrowed my way into other people’s homes and shared their lives. The ideal is to be able to make a home anywhere—even in your head.

			So with Helen and Giles in London I know in which drawer the special silver knives go—which ones must be washed by hand and which can go in the dishwasher. At Jean and Jim’s I know where the coffee cups made from Irish pottery nestle in the left-hand cupboard and that the spare key lies under the sofa cushion on the front porch.

			Inhabiting someone else’s environment means you get to share their air and their style. Literally. Is it a household with a telly or not? Do they have their milk and vegetables delivered or not? Do they eat together or separately? Clean or dirty, messy or tidy. They make certain choices and by doing so highlight your own.

			Soon you will have to share your space with others. A new and uncertain group of friends will hastily form. Negotiations will take place with landlords and leases will be drafted. There will be the usual slanging matches about who hasn’t done the washing up and who has yet to pay what part of the outstanding electricity bill. Three of the four of you will wonder aloud whether his girlfriend should be charged rent since she has taken root in his bedroom.

			Then there will be the unexpected joy of an evening in with “the family,” for homemade lasagna, a bottle of plonk, and the telly. No extras or hangers-on. And you will remember why you chose this outstanding group of fellows and toast yourselves for being such great flatmates.

			Rites of Passage

			You and I wander the city together sometimes—tiny, secretive jaunts that exist just for our own joint satisfaction. Teaism for jasmine tea. To Kramerbooks on Connecticut Avenue—open twenty-four hours a day—for long bouts of reading. I so want you to love the things I love. And in that shop we acquire a quiet unity as we separate across the stacks, drifting through the sections of fiction, philosophy, travel, and cooking. Children grow in spurts, almost visibly. Peter took you to the bookshop two years ago, and out went Harry Potter and in came Dumas and Dickens.

			You called me recently from Daddy’s house with a question on your Columbia University application asking for a list of books you have read this year that were not related to your core curriculum. So I took myself upstairs to your bedroom and sat down to read to you what you have been reading, and what I saw made me smile: Gabriel García Márquez, E. B. White, Dostoyevsky, Austen, Marx, Brecht, Philip Pullman, Sartre, and Frost, with two Harlequin romances for light relief. These were all stacked neatly, but not obsessively, at the foot of your bed, on your grandmother’s night table. And in your bag was my ancient copy of James Baldwin’s Another Country, my almost all-time-favorite novel.

			Apparently you have been raiding my books in the basement. I am faintly annoyed; they sit down there because I can’t afford to build bookshelves. And yet how can I resist your rootling through my boxes of books, which are more precious to me than any other possessions? I feel somewhat exposed—it’s an intellectual exposure, without the careful editing and placement provided by bookshelves.

			I think of your history exam for Oxford, with its complex and abstruse questions for which there is no real preparation other than an attitude or a state of mind: ask questions, explore them, and develop a rigorous and questioning mind. Talk through and around the topic. What they are looking for is your intellectual approach—a refusal to accept orthodoxies—and your ability to back up your opinions with credible logic and a few facts.

			So here you are. It is Monday, December 22, in the early afternoon. You log on to your school account: Pembroke College, Oxford, has e-mailed you, offering you a place to read history. You cry. I cry. We all cry. There is relief, yes, and disbelief.

			You alone determined your decision to pursue this course, whose odds of success were outrageous, ludicrous even. You had only done a year’s history at school, and you are supposedly better at English. You knew nothing of the particular exclusionary prose style and educational expectations of the British university system and you had little help at school with preparation.

			Still you sat down, when you could, and studied past papers and worked out quickly what was required of you and more important what was unique to the system that you didn’t yet have in your arsenal. You worked out what you needed to do. You had excellent filters and refused to let any doubt creep in.

			It’s your success all right. But your ambition and intellect are supported by three distinguishing characteristics that helped determine your success: ruthless focus on a target, willingness to bet everything that you have—time and intellectual acumen—on a single prize, and a natural assumption that you would not be denied. In ways that I have never done, you have applied discipline and focus. Now it is time to test that success on your own terms.

			In January, at your next and last parent-teacher conference with Ms. Dorsey, your high school adviser, you announce that your aim for the rest of your academic career is mediocrity. Daddy and I are sitting there, in the art studio, as we always do, in the student chairs grouped in a semicircle. We have at least graduated from the tiny-tot seats of yore to something that fits my expanding bum.

			We all let the word “mediocrity” dangle in front of us for a while. I refuse to bite my tongue. “This is bullshit,” I finally say. “You don’t even know how to be mediocre.” Daddy chuckles wryly. Ms. Dorsey knows not to react. She is in hunting mode, and you are tricky prey. I get to be the bitch-mother, a role I know well but rarely have had to play with you.

			“You have been accepted at Oxford. And now you are on a well-deserved strike,” I say. “What if we don’t have the money to send you?” “What if you don’t make the AP grade of 5 in Modern European History that you need as part of your conditional offer?” “If you have to go to an American university, your final grades will count.” How to motivate a brilliant student when you have little leverage. I was going for the money play—read guilt and fear or pride.

			Ms. Dorsey wins the day by appealing to your future sense of regret—a pretty abstruse argument considering your present obsession with relaxing and rewarding yourself. “Finish it up well. Imagine your future regret at intentionally choosing to fail. Honor your previous efforts. And acknowledge what you have done for the school and what it has done for you.”

			Ms. Dorsey knows her prey. You turn yourself in. The fantasy of being an academic James Dean is postponed until Oxford, where you will surely get away with doing precious little.

			For $58,000 a year.

			Graduation

			You know I am uncertain when it comes to American rites of passage. First dance, first prom, then finally graduation. You tell me how it’s done and what is expected so you are not embarrassed by some irritating British flourish or lack of regard for local customs. I find myself being oddly precise and ritualistic about these things—wanting you not to stand out because I have made the wrong choice or we have given too much weight or not enough to a particular event.

			We laugh at our lack of planning. Six months before your high school graduation, I am asked seriously by another mother if we have purchased your dress. Her inquiry rings guiltily in my ears when we find ourselves, with ten days to go, in a department store, looking at the shockingly empty dress racks.

			There is only one dress left. It fits. You like it. It’s on sale. We do not feel smug, just a bit overwhelmed. I have been working late these past few weeks and haven’t made my checklist or the guest list. Then I go into overdrive. You seem completely unconcerned.

			On a flawless day, we all show up on time for your graduation under a white tent. The dress is perfect. I forget, but Granny has remembered to bring you a bouquet of red roses. You clutch the diploma and wink at me. Your friend’s father, a National Geographic Explorer, gives the graduating speech on resilience. Jean hosts a luncheon for twenty, with much champagne and some tears. The embarrassment quotient is mostly under control.

			That summer you waitress at the local Tex-Mex joint. All your friends stay close. No one is yet ready to take off. And then, come August, they peel away slowly. Until it’s just you left biding your time until early October, wondering aloud about how you will maintain the old friendships in America and create a whole new set in England.

		

	
		
			VI.

			Relationships

			 
[image: ]
For the first time in decades, I have just spent five days alone. I am shattered and unnerved, giddy and disbelieving. There is no one to watch over or to watch me. There is no one to feed. There is only me looking at myself sideways in a smudged mirror in the upstairs bathroom, wondering what just happened.

			Relationships are the hardest thing in the world—at least for me. And since the most important relationship you will ever have is with yourself, this turns out to be a tricky state of affairs. Some people don’t like too much truth, particularly regarding themselves. How much will you choose to be known to yourself? How honest will you be about your own needs? For a long time, I had real contempt for my feelings. I thought dwelling on or even acknowledging emotion was self-indulgent. I distorted my instinctive response to loss, hardening the case against myself, locking any exit. These were my gentle daily aggressions.

			Knowing yourself is the gift; it will allow you to respond, rather than react, to people and events. Owning your emotional cues will help you to resist your knee-jerk reactions and craft your response. This will allow you to live at peace with the only certain condition of our existence—change.

			The ease with which you accept change will greatly determine your relationships with others. We all have to confront constant tension between what is and how we want things to be. Prepare for a lifelong negotiation.

			The saddest things I have ever done to myself have come from clinging: to people and things and fixed ideas. Lost in my rank nostalgia, I have gripped on to a past I couldn’t change and couldn’t return to.

			There is an elegance to knowing who you are that will help you unfold a sweet tolerance for yourself. Knowing and liking yourself will then allow you to be kind and compassionate to others, deeply aware that they want the same things: love and contentment.

			In the course of our day, we make judgments: some reasonable and necessary, some hilarious and caustic. But they accumulate, and soon the judged become automatic targets of our contempt. Acknowledging what our judgments do to our soul is important. First, they take up room that might rather be filled with empathy and compassion. Second, although often amusing, they curdle and calcify us.

			 • • • 
Ask yourself: Why do I need to be right? Does my way need to be the right way? Am I the critic with the only solution? Learn to apply some skepticism to your opinions. Are they just opinions or are they really the truth?

			Notice when you are inclined to lecture or contradict. Ask yourself, why do I feel so strongly about that? When you judge others’ anger and disdain, their contempt and irritation, their foolishness and ill will, you may well find these same characteristics, the ones that you resist, in yourself! The obverse is also true: it is helpful to recognize people’s judgments for what they are. That way you don’t have to defend yourself or resist or attack them—you can simply acknowledge them or ignore them if that is the better course of action.

			I hope you will come to understand that, whether enemies or friends, everyone is delighted, puzzled, and frightened by this shared journey. I hope you will ultimately acknowledge your kinship with all others.

			Friends

			Very early on, I methodically acquired a group of friends for you: tiny human frogs who leaped and squirmed across basement playrooms whose floors were covered in oatmeal sisal—the first and last playgroup.

			For your first sleepover, you chose Elodie, a nursery friend, to share that milestone with you. Lying in the same bed, and witness to your fears, she coaxed you to sleep thus: “If you go to sleep now, tomorrow will come and then you won’t be scared.” You rolled up to her logic, and she slung her arm around you, settling you into the pillow and safety.

			As the school years and stages of your life progressed, there were a shrinking number of core friends but an expanding menu of options: the occasional friends, the surprise one, the ones who leave you, those who fill a temporary vacuum, and the friends for all seasons.

			Your friendships were occasional and then absolute: the angelic baby Caitlin for eight long, heady years and then the quiet, loyal Carey for four in high school. That seemed to be it. There were others who appeared and disappeared in the house, but they suffered from your lack of starstruck attention.

			There will be friends who come back to you unexpectedly after years away, who you left behind after high school or university, who have been roaming around the world or hiding quietly around the corner. They will sometimes have a clearer sense of themselves and will return matured by their adult experiences. These rediscovered treasures are a delight and a treat.

			Then there is the casual constant friend, whom you have no reason to leave and no reason to hug close. But reassuringly their number is always in your phone, and they are always, with some planning, available and reliable.

			There is the toxic, sparkling irritant who can’t be pinned down or relied on and is always late and always in need, and then there are the friends you lust or long for, the ones you want to mimic, just a tiny bit out of your league. Those who seem glossy and all sorted out from a distance—who may or may not be worthy of your longing—you will have to approach them to find out. The ones with dangerous energy you must, please, run from.

			Friends with whom you seriously fall out are death. Sometimes it will be completely your fault that this happens, and the shame and sadness of the parting will stay close for a long time. Sometimes you will have to force yourself to leave friends who make you feel incompetent or negligent, who have asked too much or taken more than you can keep giving. Sometimes you will find yourself holding on and faced with the grim melancholia of two broken friends who won’t let go and won’t talk about it.

			You now have a group of friends of your own design and choosing; anchors who will support you, whose particular presence gives you the confidence to proceed with all the horrors and delights of life. Power lies in the group as well as in the individuals.

			Some will be those divine, necessary friends who hold your hair back for you when you are sick over some nightclub toilet, or text you the three questions for homework when you are absent from class, or gently elbow you in the ribs when you are in danger of completely losing it over some crush. The ones who remember that you hate your birthday but celebrate it anyway, or respect the fact that you are not drinking for Lent and serve you sparkling water with lime to make it festive and special—they are the ones who you will hope to share a room with in the old people’s home.

			Their names appear on your emergency-contact form, and they will take you to the hospital at 2:30 a.m., when I am not there, for a suspected appendicitis. They are your blood brothers and sisters.

			What keeps you together? Common history, some shared conquests, a delight in ideas and people and living. But they will also be distinguished by their ability to listen to you. They will not be uncritical, but they will understand and accept you. You will be interested in each other’s happiness and well-being.

			How will your friends benefit from you? You can offer them your deep listening, opening yourself to their needs and keeping your words to them thoughtful and true. Will you be their champion, supporting their endeavors, propping them up when they need it with gratitude and appreciation? They will, I hope, be steadfast. They will join with you to ask the big questions, and you will help each other to shape healthy and creative responses to your life’s meaning.

			One summer a number of years ago, my oldest friend, A., reappeared in my life, or rather in our lives. I have known and loved her since I was two. With her questions and her out-loud puzzling, she has never stopped asking what life is all about and what to do to be of use and of service. And so out of our many summer holidays together has emerged a relentless and carefully articulated quest.

			She rips everything away from me for a week a year and makes me reduce my engagement with the world to its essentials. We laugh, we drink, we talk, and the world revolves around us and our joy at being just a little more alive through this conversation and our journey together deep into our pasts and hopes for the future.

			You have heard us talk. You know our common history. You know her requirement for candor. She tells me about her life and is honest about her efforts. She shoves books in front of me: science, philosophy, literature—anything that will illuminate the “why?” Find someone like that. It will make the living of life sweeter.

			Lovers and Partners

			The question I am asking myself now is, is it possible to prepare oneself to choose, or to establish the best conditions for choosing, the right partner for life and having a relationship that sustains itself over time? I think so, but clearing the path for a real loving relationship takes work.

			For you, starting out, I hope it will be much simpler.

			What kind of partner should you pick? We talk about this sometimes, carefully, with me trying not to say too much or too little. Is he nice? Is he kind? Is he at peace? Is he completely free or still somewhat attached? Is he with someone else? Will he help or hinder? How does he contribute to that vision you have for your life and its living?

			Then there is the rat twitch of lust: will it take you down completely or just lead you temporarily in the wrong direction? There are the forgettable and the unforgettable lovers, the attentive and the slightly absent ones. Learn to recognize and resist the damaging ones.

			There will be ones who you will leave and return to, knowing that your business needs to be finished one way or the other. You danced around them during this period of indefinite absence, wishing them back and not knowing how to ask. So go ahead. Play it out one more time.

			I have sent and received faxes, letters, cards, texts, messages, and e-mails to and from lovers, then deleted them, framed them, burned them, or packed them away. Each one will teach you a lesson. Eventually you will learn what feels right for you: whether you can negotiate the emotional complexity of giving up your body and not your soul; whether you can separate respect and love; whether, over time, you can learn physical and psychological self-restraint and recognize whom to resist and why.

			Having friends of the opposite sex is handy. They will interpret their own species for you. They will translate the silence, the terseness, the unexplained absence, or the foot-in-mouth comment made at a party when he goes off drunkenly with a person he has just met.

			Young men will often unconsciously exude confidence but will welcome your invitation to talk intimately about subjects that are rarely explored with their men friends. Theirs is an additional, welcome view on the world as they bring their experience of manhood to the discussion. Their automatic assumptions might irk you; society on the whole still expects different things of them, even if neither one of you really agrees that it should. These friends can be allies. You will have a basis of equality, until one of you gets a high-paying job or gets married. And then the whole friendship will tilt a bit.

			There are lines that you will need to know not to cross so as to maintain the purity of the friendship. Can they be your lover? Sometimes this can work. I think it depends on your emotional fortitude. What you have to give emotionally and physically to someone is precious; negotiating the giving of your body without expecting more from them than the moment requires demands a great deal of forbearance.

			A Word on Love

			In the early days you can find yourself falling into the “everything” of big love: the singing, dancing, lusting, dining, cooking, shopping, traveling, and studying together. You will become one with the other, erasing yourself into him, one against the world through the creation of private shared experiences, language, jokes, and secret references. Your soul mate will wake with you in the morning, wishing you well with a grin, and listen to your dreams. Yours will be a love that, in Flaubert’s words, “will melt the stars.”

			The complications of being one will emerge over time. But the risk of heartbreak will always be worth the daily glory of understanding and being understood.

			We all intend to build a happy and peaceful life with a person we love. But relationships are lifelong jobs that require the consistent application of emotional and practical skills. Once the stars have melted, the myth of the “one” falters, and the laundry must be done. This is when the next phase emerges.

			Amo, amas, amat. We can conjugate our reasons for being with them. What do you most value in that person? Are you clear that who they are and what they represent aligns with your own values? Does this relationship nurture your life and spirit?

			At some point you will need to stabilize and evaluate what the relationship is going to be about. So let’s choose and carefully assemble the elements.

			How do couples live in love and peace with each other? Trust is the bedrock of intimacy on which the whole undertaking relies. And deep friendship is at its heart. That person will become your home. This homeyness comes from ease on one hand and effort on the other.

			The skills needed to build on this foundation are real communication and a combination of respect, tolerance, and restraint. Restraint may in fact be the most important of them all. You have to know how to negotiate conflict and have an overall balance of power—financially, professionally, personally. And you have to know when not to say what you are feeling, when not to lash out. Though that doesn’t mean sullen silence is the answer either.

			Perhaps the key to it all is learning to speak candidly in a nonjudgmental way, so that points of conflict can become a form of loving exploration. This curiosity is ideally matched by empathy, not (as I thought for a while) a tea-bearing sympathy with murmurs of condolence and support. Real empathy is to feel, not just to know. Love is a true recognition of the other.

			“I love you.” “I am sorry.” “Please forgive me.” “Thank you.” This is the couple’s quartet.

			As a couple, it is good to ferret out your pragmatic habits and inclinations. Do you have a common understanding of the role money will play in your life? Are you spenders or savers? Time-wise: are you planners or spur-of-the-moment people? In the household: Who does what chore? Do you eat in or eat out? On going to bed: are you a lark, and he an owl?

			I think love also means not being too invested in outcomes. You have a serious claim on each other but a casual hold. Let go. Let it be what it’s going to be: for better and for worse. Long-term love will be more exacting, less fun, and occasionally more glorious.

			Bad Relationships

			I have been attached to men who represent something essential that I feel I am missing in myself. Try not to fall into that trap. They may represent goodness or truth, glamour, beauty, or brains—whatever we ascribe to them in our haste to borrow some quality that we feel we lack. I have latched on and wondered why it didn’t last.

			You are never going to be less alone. So you must not seek to replace yourself with someone else’s attention or affection: no lover, partner, friend, parent, or child can enhance the essence of you. You do not need to look outward to be seen.

			You have unfortunately felt the impact of the failed relationships in my life. The failures are real. The pain, shock, anger, regret, and sadness are true, but the depth of the failure does not preclude one’s ability to emerge from it renewed and enlightened.

			Start with yourself. What have you learned from your own endings? What do you know now about patterns of behavior that should start to become clear with repetition? Will you be able to break them?

			Sometimes, in an argument that you wish you had not started, there is a way to take a mental pause, interrupting the dynamic just enough to change the rhythm and give yourself time to step back and not react, to control the only thing that you really can control: yourself.

			In a relationship either person can choose to shift the balance toward tolerance and laughter. At that precise moment when you most want to snap at the other, you can choose to be open and beckoning: you can change course.

			Don’t get me wrong: this is hard, usually because we bring so much of our ego into the matter. When you love someone, try to work out where and when to bring in the ego and where and when to park it.

			Our emotional contagion is now recognized by neuroscientists as an inescapable, critical physiological pathway to communing intensely with each other. People feel you when they are with you. They can sniff out your mood and attitude. In everything we do we have the ability to influence others, but particularly in our style of speaking and our style of listening. When your words and actions don’t line up, people will sense it. Like me, you may know what to say but sometimes find that your words or intentions don’t align with your actions or behavior. That is often when the trouble starts. That’s what Freud was referring to when he said, “Words mean the opposite.”

			Being in love is simply not enough justification for acting contrary to your own values and beliefs, however necessary it may seem. When things are heavy with pain and free of joy, you can ask yourself this question: how does this situation serve me?

			Are you able to hold on to the best in you in the dance and dizziness of a relationship, buffeted by the tensions of loving and being loved, balancing home, work, friends, parents, and perhaps future children?

			And then, of course, comes the all-important question: How to end spent relationships with maximum decorum? How much damage should we sustain ourselves and inflict on others before we part? You will have to learn to know when to stay on your own side of the street, getting on with living alone. It doesn’t come easily, but we all learn eventually not to pursue relationships for their own sake and not to take refuge in others as a way to avoid the truth of our own needs.

			I often wonder why there isn’t a high school course on choosing a mate or a required college class on partnering. It’s our most important life decision and the one we are least equipped to make. We are often driven by a variety of factors, such as romance, lust, fear, habit, peer pressure, the ticktock of biology, which drive our decision making in the wrong way. What mistakes we might have avoided had we known about some of these more pragmatic fundamentals earlier on!

			For the deserving and even for the undeserving, relationships will provide their own reward and exact their necessary price.

		

	
		
			VII.

			My Way

			 
[image: ]
So this is how it works. There are layers to life.

			First come a set of immediate needs, best described as “get out of bed and make a living.” This daily grind involves the most basic elements: shelter, heat, food in the fridge, rubbish emptied, medicine acquired and dispensed, prescriptions dropped off and picked up, bills paid, clothes washed, and petrol in the car so you can go to school and I can go to work.

			It is relentless, and in most of the world this basic level of self-sufficiency is incredibly hard to maintain at all. Remember “a dollar a day”—that memorable trope coined by some World Bank economists as an easy slogan to shock us into considering how poor and reductive more than a billion people’s lives are?

			I actually spend a good deal of time, with your help, maintaining this infrastructure: acquiring lightbulbs, cat food, loo paper, printer ink; cleaning sheets and clothes; scrubbing ovens; sweeping and hoovering rooms and keeping an eye on basic maintenance, such as car registration, oil changes, boiler servicing, gutter cleaning, and loo plunging.

			Before I turn to that, though, since getting up and engaging with the world can be difficult (the mornings are sometimes a bit overwhelming), I do tiny things to kick-start the day, like unlock the front door and feed the cats. Small, simple, repetitive acts help stem the fear and start the autopilot.

			I brush my teeth, pick up the newspapers, and unload the dishwasher—once that holy domestic trinity has been covered, the day can be engaged with a sense that chaos has been staved off one more time.

			When we moved into this house on Garfield Street, after John decided to leave, I was near catatonic. By the time we finished renovating the house, two crews had been working seven days a week for five months, maneuvering around you three while we cleaned the dishes in the basement sink.

			After the renovation, John finally moved on and I was stoned with fear and indecision. Life was beyond me. I drove everyone to school and then went to work, where I shuffled a lot of papers and tried to talk coherently to colleagues and reporters. My hair grew down to my bum and the long, black, pleated Japanese skirts got a lot of airing.

			I lost my mojo and let the bills and health-insurance claims collect on my desk. I hoped that nobody was noticing my decline. But I also didn’t really care. I did manage to cook, but I drank every night and fell into bed with no dreams but just a silent prayer that someone would look out for you if I finally went under.

			I didn’t see any of my friends for a long time, because I really had nothing to say. All my energies were going into simple but overwhelming tasks: laundry, cooking, and holding on to my job.

			One day I went into the basement. Jim, Brendan’s godfather, had come over, and he was appalled by the messy detritus left in the basement by the previous owners. He corralled Bella and me and together, and with the garage door finally opened, we hauled all their old photography crap into the garden, broke it down, stuffed it into contractor bags, and neatly ordered all the rest of the leftover wood and bricks.

			There was no sudden enlightenment or moment of recovery. I just decided that I wasn’t going to have chaos in my basement. A compulsion to restore order simply drew me back to competence and engagement. I spent the next day sorting books and garden tools and clothes into such symmetrical order that I started to shout and dance. I was back.

			 • • • 
The second stage—once the immediate needs have been met—takes you beyond tidying to the deeper imperative of indulging one’s needs for order. It isn’t a question of survival but a higher level of housekeeping.

			This includes the quarterly trawl through all our stuff—clothes, toys, books, papers—most of which goes to Laura and her tribe of six children. There is a method at work here: clothes that don’t fit or work anymore, books that lie unread on shelves, the contents of bathroom cabinets groaning with unguents that would fail an EPA inspection—all go out. The pantry is ordered, and canned goods whose shelf life has expired are tossed.

			That’s the physical part. Then there is the thicket of paperwork on my desk: finances, insurance, mortgages, health claims, and school applications, all of which must be tamed. And yes I am good at this. I can follow the multiple trails in my head—which insurer, for instance, needs to be faxed, followed up with, and finally yelled at; which investments need to be cashed in and rebalanced (what little there is!); and which mortgage refinanced with its slew of attendant paperwork. Medical filings crossed-referenced with the doctors’ billing finally netted out for tax purposes. I am a concierge with no guests.

			You want war? I do war. Claim that I haven’t paid something or that I am late and there is a fee, and you will have me on the phone with stacks of backup. These attacks emanate from a large old-fashioned war desk in the living room. They represent a critical layer of survival. Without them, you stand to lose a child’s place at school, your place in the financial-aid queue, or, as more recently, a car or a house.

			To maintain this state of bureaucratic fervor, I reward myself with one hundred points per transaction and tell myself that each time I fax, e-mail, or follow up some absurd mistake in the Orwellian cesspit that is the DC government bureaucracy I am doing something to keep us safe. I am nearing one million points. At ten million I will go on holiday to Greece.

			There is psychology at work here: tidy drawers, filled-out insurance claims, and correctly filed income taxes clearly make it easier to die! This is about as reductive a logic as I can come up with to explain the impulse for order. The simpler truth is I just can’t bear clutter. And I think it’s easier to work and live in an organized house. Mental and physical clutter wear on the soul.

			Then there is child maintenance: regular and irregular appointments that punctuate the rhythm of the weeks and months and even, in our case, years.

			This is America and teeth matter. They say something about your job prospects and your station in life. Your orthodontist, whose name is pronounced “misery,” takes you all on. He has recently upgraded his own set and presents a glossy smile of enamel to the world. It is the Berlin Wall of teeth: sanded, bonded, cleverly and convincingly colored. He is Mexican, so he doesn’t do what he refers to as “American, lite, brite, white.”

			All over his office are photos of his youthful clients in various stages of his care: before-and-after shots, photos of gangs of children in swimming pools presenting perfect jaws and big open smiles. The three of you are his first European experiments.

			“This is not about the teeth,” he tells me after examining you at nine. It is about the anatomy and the jaw. Apparently Daddy and I have issued progeny whose jaws are so narrow that all your adult teeth, when they arrive, will converge and erupt. There is no room for them.

			My skepticism about his diagnosis is squeezed sideways by his professional enthusiasm and evident curiosity. I sign you all up, and twelve years later we are still ransomed to his artistry.

			He runs his gloved hands around my bottom teeth and only just refrains from grimacing. We play our yearly game. We are talking about the deeply discounted payment plan he will offer me when he finally gets around to fixing my smile. I demur. I brush twice a day and floss quarterly. I am forty-two and happily resigned to presenting postwar British dentistry to my ever so slightly appalled American friends. They are too polite to ask, but I know they wonder about my parents’ priorities—which went like this:

			Your uncle Peter was the first guinea pig of the handsome Dr. X on Portland Place. Eight years were spent on his teeth. My usually generous mother tired of the bills and paying for the train journey from boarding school in Yorkshire for his monthly checkups, and so she let me skip this stage in my adolescent progression. I was rather relieved not to have to go through the whole railway-tracks hoopla. But it did have its consequences.

			So feeling somewhat guilty, I sign you up for this epic journey. There is jaw widening followed by extraction, nightly headgear, colored braces, and now plate wearing through and beyond marriage.

			Bella for some reason goes on a quicker, six-year, plan. Five years in braces and her teeth are the color of a caramel Frappuccino. She confers endlessly with Dr. M. about sanding, bonding, and coloring. She is now plotting the cosmetic route for when she turns sixteen, which I am choosing to ignore.

			Brendan’s process is brutal. Eight teeth pulled: fifty bucks a pop plus a fee for service and tax. There are a couple of them I think I could have done myself. He has a tiny jaw and a weak tongue, which gets in the way of his speech development and apparently his grown-up acquisition of language. Off to a lady in Bethesda we go, for a strange swallowing and spitting program where he gargles and practices his sounds. She has Wi-Fi, which helps me stay in touch with the office while I wait for him to finish.

			Now the boy is back to his headgear. You girls wear your plates, and I am on the payment plan through the end of the next decade. But surely you will marry well and live better lives as a result.

			 • • • 
Take it up a notch to stage three. The question is: How does one transform the daily drudgery of existence into a life sweetly and intelligently led? What kind of life are you going to lead? You will have to find your own optimal design. Will you live a life of the mind, of conversation and books—accompanied by food you have cooked, at a table surrounded by true friends? If so, there are dinners to be planned and gatherings to be organized. There is culture, visual and spiritual, to be consumed and a network of friends to be maintained and tended to. (Laugh at this at your peril.)

			I tried to build traditions around you. Some of these I inherited; many of them I invented. Absorb them, twist them, turn them into your own. But have some. I came here with many imported ones and refused to let go of them. It makes me feel closer to my roots.

			Remember when I decided to take you out of all weekend activities so we could have a real weekend together? I wanted a different rhythm: one that I grew up with, which revolved around church and cooking, walking and reading, galleries and bookshops.

			The endless weekend shuttle, to take the three of you to different ballet lessons and baseball and soccer practice, was completely dumped in favor of two whole days with absolutely nothing to do. No structure. No schedule.

			I wanted you to play: to stomp in puddles and dissect flies and build mud trenches in the garden after a brief but heavy summer rain. This you did. We took the chefs Delia Smith and Nigella Lawson to heart and baked everything that your small hands could handle. We went searching for sunlit alleyways downtown and hung out at construction sites, watching the truck drivers back in and load up their skips with debris and snake off down K Street to some distant dump.

			We had birthday parties at home. Brendan’s sixth was a complete but happy disaster. Not a single child could follow the spoken instructions for pass the parcel. And the children with vestibular dysfunction threw up pinning the tail on the donkey. Little John, Brendan’s friend, had just had his hips replaced, so he couldn’t sit for pass the parcel and had to be parked on the sofa. Musical chairs and rocking out to U2 worked like a dream though. Many of the parents, as they dumped their offspring on us, fled muttering about “the meds” they had just shoved into them. John and I prayed that they wouldn’t wear off before the end of the party.

			I could only resist the peer pressure for a year. Then the soccer season started again and crazed driving to birthday parties in bowling alleys in far-flung exurbs became the norm once more. But we did hold on to something for a while and it lodged with each of you. You learned how to resist the structuredness of an American weekend and to find pleasure in serendipity.

			Now I look at each of you reading the newspaper at breakfast. It was a ploy originally, to keep you from fighting over who got the hot toast first. And who sat where. And who got downstairs first, although that particular habit died quickly. Why not read the paper? Actuarially you are the last generation of newspaper readers—it is an honorable tradition and one you will maintain as long as you can.

			Ten Virtues

			During the school run, the radio is tuned to NPR’s Marketplace to maintain peace. A lot of my job as a mother is risk mitigation to keep you lot from killing me prematurely with your endless bickering and arguments. I firmly believe that whatever the circumstance or culture, all children have a very limited script: Who gets to sit in the front seat? Who gets to enter the pin number at the ATM? Who has to wash up tonight? Whose turn is it to feed the cats?

			In the years working at the museum, I learned about applying an aesthetic to one’s clothes and one’s surroundings. I hadn’t considered that there was a series of specific judgments about what I donned and designed casually every day. But then I started to look around. And I saw that many people create a look, a persona, a visual environment because it pleases them and fills a deep need to make a statement. It is also huge fun to choose and edit and create a look.

			Recognize what you love: Here is a chair. Put it just there—to transform your domestic world.

			Our living room is orange, the same bespoke color that John invented for the drawing room at our last house. In this new house an eighteenth-century blue-black paint darkens the tiny jeweled dining room, where I am trying to make a virtue of the room’s smallness. And now the hall is dark, dark green. Everyone who visited the house had an opinion about the paint swatches. No one voted for the color, but it works.

			You know this intuitively with your carefully cultivated manky hair, which, now that you mention it, does look like the hair of the drummer in the Kings of Leon. Girl meets boy. Me, I think you look like a stylish and recently recovered smack addict from Tompkins Square. It works because you searched around and decided how you wanted to look and how to achieve it.

			This brings me to the last but most important and most ephemeral layer of life: ethics, values, beliefs. They are the undercurrent and the overcurrent, if you will, of a life of intentional humanity. Take life and make it your own. See the madness and pursue the sane. The two are strongly linked.

			Ethically and morally I loped casually through life with a good Catholic education (which, in the daily scheme of things, didn’t do much for me) until I realized that I needed to articulate a series of values for myself and not just a vague notion of “do more good than harm.” You helped me understand this. Raising children, with their endless impossible questions, requires one to hone a set of spoken beliefs to withstand their scrutiny.

			What are your children’s ethical values, their ethical repertoire? Do they have a framework for living to address those “mortal questions”? People don’t often ask this. It is assumed that somehow they will have what they need delivered in religion class or by watching their parents. If you don’t yet, you will need one.

			Here are ten connected virtues to contemplate:

			1. Consciousness: Be present. It will allow you to live more richly now.

			2. Compassion: Recognize yourself and others as they really are.

			3. Courage: Will you act even if you are afraid? Will you find your rebel yell?

			4. Courtesy: Respect others and their well-being. Will you learn to master your tongue and to practice restraint in the face of provocation?

			5. Cooperation: To succeed we need to work with others to forge lasting connections.

			6. Competence: Develop tenacity and confidence, borne from negotiating your way through situations of all kinds. Apply yourself, allowing for both success and failure.

			7. Critical thinking: Be persistent through the whole line of an argument.

			8.  Creativity: Nurture your creative energy. Be open to new and unreasonable ideas.

			9.  Curiosity: What have you not yet learned that you want to know? Always challenge your accepted truths and be an explorer.

			10. Contentment: Develop the skills of patience and acceptance. Will you have resilience and equanimity in the face of loss, disappointment, and failure?

			Take these four pillars of life—basic needs, administrative competence, social skill, and ethical integrity—and weave between them all day long. You have to sort, move, choose, balance, organize, and plan. There is this constant doing of life, accompanied by a host of deliberate activities, and then there is being, which also entails a lot of daydreaming and wondering.

			The Rhythm of the Week

			I have often wondered about the rhythm of the week. Imagine the work landscape, the city and what it looks like. Who is out there and why? What are they doing? How do they inhabit their world?

			I have a habit of randomly choosing a day and time and wondering: What happens on Thursdays mornings at ten during a wet November? What about four fifteen in the afternoon on a Monday in early August? And what is going on at nine thirty in the evening on a spring Saturday in April?

			Let’s start with early afternoon on a Wednesday in June. It’s after lunch and a while before the home rush. The storekeepers are idling, rearranging their wares. The security guards at the museum are dozing beneath a Renoir. The Ethiopian car-park guys are playing poker. Most deliveries have been made, so the streets are relatively empty. The week is in full swing. And yet there is peace.

			I take a table at my favorite café, on Seventeenth Street, and watch quietly. Tourists, smokers, lovers, harried workers all pass by. Some tiny children totter past, holding hands, two by two, with their teachers in the rear. The day slows down and can be savored. It is a careful balancing act between that which has been achieved this week and that which is to be done. I look at the office windows overhead and see focused faces and some people wandering around. An open stage for all those who want to look. How long can I prolong this coffee break?

			Wednesdays are also a good day for early afternoon matinees, when your Outlook calendar has you booked for an off-site client meeting. It’s time to reward the team or yourself—to get the hell out of the pigpen. Two hours in the dark, lost in dreams, and all of a sudden one feels like a much better corporate citizen.

			Wednesday evening: perhaps it is time to cook for friends, now that the week is taking shape. One or two come over from time to time to remind one that there are other adults out there. And, yes, their lives do reflect ours in their heavy but loving monotony and sudden joys. You, my children, eat and talk and clear the table with dispatch. There is homework to be done.

			When you have gone, we will sometimes linger together over a glass of wine and start talking about our hopes and concerns, how the deal at work is really going, who is sick, how the school fees are being paid. I love the quiet and clannish censorship we casually but firmly impose in the presence of the young. Only you, Charlotte, pick up on the adult nuances. You understand, even if you don’t let on.

			Thursday mornings are for long meetings blocked off in two-hour increments. It is our penance, to make up for what has not been accomplished. And since Thursday is the new Friday it is the de facto end of the week so things need to be compressed and speeded up.

			By four thirty the ones who are free to not go home are eyeing the door or eyeing the boss’s office, where in his fake Elizabethan globe, given to him by the staff as a wedding present, sit the vodka and gin. Many muffled shrieks escape from his office. Only a select few are invited for a pre-bar snifter. They will roar into the local by five forty and stay until nine—if the company is lucky, or until three in the morning if it’s going to be a “real” one.

			Friday afternoon is always so pregnant with sexy possibilities and plans. You can hold on to that notion until you come home and close the door and don’t leave. But as the bars fill in the evening, the restaurants roar to life, high heels clatter and bright silk wraps billow in the street on the way to the theater, as the curtains rise and the taxis ply their trade up and down the avenues, it’s lovely to speculate about what could have been.

			That might be you or not. But that life is out there ready to be lived. Or you could find yourself spending the evening in the emergency room with a child who has slipped on his shadow during a soccer match and is lying on a stretcher with an oxygen mask clamped on, as three teachers hover nearby desperately hoping that the back brace isn’t really needed, and a nice but insistent ambulance driver asks for your credit card and driver’s license, because emergency vehicles are cash on delivery.

			Or you may find yourself at work, revising the speech or presentation one more time because only now has your boss turned to the real business of the day. Chinese takeout looms on the horizon. And so the night goes.

			Or you can make your own glamour. A glass of wine, crank up the music, dance a little, drink a little, savor the evening as it wraps itself around you—with or without someone.

			Nowadays on Friday evenings, every other week, you leave with Daddy, and I have the stretch until Monday morning to myself. The rhythm is upset. I am alone and not needed—a seventy-two-hour furlough. Free to do nothing. That rhythm of complete immersion and then limited freedom has punctuated my weeks for a decade.

			Saturdays are old-fashioned and sepia tinted: cleaning, washing, sports, grocery shopping, and a quick lunch. Then we weave in and out of traffic to go to the dry cleaners and the cobblers. These are our weekly chores and there is much laughter. You all pile in the car, because how can I possibly buy you sneakers without actually having you with me?

			Sundays generally bring a slight sense of dread and bustle as preparations for the next week begin. There is church perhaps in the morning with Latin spoken and Palestrina or Tallis sung, followed by an urban stroll, a gallery, and then lunch, definitely not brunch, at a white-tablecloth restaurant. That mythical place that really only exists in New York, probably on the Upper East Side, where I imagine a Viennese or perhaps a Swiss maître d’ welcomes you to your table with cut flowers and a view of the park. It would be a place that is neither old nor new—with a civilized exchange, a consistent menu, and plenty of Bollinger.

			In the late afternoon there are the Sunday papers and music. Friends drop by for tea. You all complete your homework and pack your backpacks for the next day. I have weekend envy from all of those Financial Times “How to Spend It” profiles of people’s glamorous European weekends spent in the traditional pursuit of food and culture.

			Monday mornings are raw. We are out of practice at the dash. I try to force the system and persuade you to organize the night before. Backpacks by the door, lunch made, essays printed and filed. Your drugs out and lined up. The dishwasher is emptied, workman’s tea ready on the table in the flowered pot. Don’t talk, read the paper, where are you children? Hang up the towel and the bath mat. My limited repertoire is operatic and repetitive. I count you out the door: one, two, and three. The cat accompanies us to the car.

			You lope up the street as Brendan and Bella argue over the front seat. Drop off one, then two. Hit the gym, get a latte, twelve minutes at home to shower and change. Put on the Cure, in the car, for some seventies nostalgia. Beat the clock. No one’s counting except me. I need the adrenaline to start pounding. Race the Honda across the bridge without getting a speeding ticket. Hit the left lane to get into the garage at just the right moment to nab my preferred, unreserved parking spot and brush the wet hair. Lipstick on, and I am at my desk at nine fifteen.

			Monday lunch is time to catch up with the tribe. It’s fleeting, because there is a two o’clock meeting with the boss and new clients. Enough time to exchange the news and plot for the week with a quick dash to the department store thrown in. Monday evening there are bills to be paid and school forms to be endlessly initialed for upcoming field trips: museums, the aquarium, the National Portrait Gallery, the soup kitchen.

			And, lately, notes to sign for you to attend the Model UN in Philadelphia, and for Brendan to go skiing in West Virginia. I sign away your lives and my savings with the promise that if you slip and fall I won’t hold anyone or their proxies responsible. And of course the chit for human anatomy lessons or some such euphemism for sex ed. Then there are quarterly school reports, pleas from the development office to contribute to the annual fund, the special teachers fund, the new sports complex. There are checks to be written to replace lost library books and sports uniforms that have disappeared. Who needs cash for the school picnic? Can I borrow it from you, sweet child? I promise to repay you.

			I have what I call the “concierge gene,” so I have most of this covered. But it requires, afterward, a vodka and soda. It’s a new “don’t get fat” drink that I actually don’t like much.

			Tuesdays: the day that the RAND Corporation, in a survey, has determined as the most productive day in the white-collar workweek. It is filled with meetings and focused activity and deadlines to be completed within the body of the week. Everyone is in their rhythm. Everyone is in their work groove. And of course there is still the possibility of flying somewhere and back by Friday.

			Tuesdays evenings are for language lessons and piano practice or back-to-school night in the autumn and sports banquets and celebrations in the summer. Juggle dinner, fold the clothes. Who is in charge of cleaning out the cat litter? Why hasn’t the garden been watered? Nudge, nag, and screech. The week is still plump with possibilities and humming through its cycle. And so our life continues.

			On Being Alone

			After being married de facto twice, I have had to start thinking about how to approach life as a single woman with three teens. I suppose when John left I thought I would meet someone—after a decent period—and I have done a few times. Luckily, the early insertion of three teenagers into the conversation means there is a lot of quick self-selection. Some run a mile, but those who stay have a sense of what is involved. The menu on offer seems to be boyfriend, lover, husband, or long-distance affair. So many choices!

			But what do I want? And how do I incorporate a man into this tribe? At one level it’s so simple: a real conversation with a decent man, whom I like, who makes me laugh, and who is willing to build a life of meaning with me while I raise the inmates.

			So far all I have done is serious monogamous relationships. I am too old to be out and about dating—a word that actually doesn’t exist in English English. And right now I am not inclined to remarry. Perhaps I will be later on.

			So I find myself in a strange position. I am forty-two. When I am forty-six, my youngest child will be in his first year at university. And some of my friends are only just now having their children.

			E. and I talk about being alone. He has two boys the same age as you and Bella. He is going through his second divorce. He doesn’t like being alone. He feels as if he is a failure. I know what that feels like. However, I am alone for only three days out of fourteen, and I long for that time—every other Friday at 6:00 p.m., when you lot noisily pile out the door, like some mad caravan, into Daddy’s car. After you leave, I pace for fifteen minutes before relaxing, because I know that one of you will invariably return, having forgotten a textbook or a soccer uniform.

			I tell E. that being alone is an investment. Get to know yourself and then you will have a better foundation for being with someone else. I think he thinks I am mad and depressing when I tell him that being alone is good practice for death, which is a part of life. Recently he texted to tell me that he had a new girlfriend: “early stages,” but he is keeping his fingers crossed.

			I have met a man but it may not be right. Or it may not be the right time, or maybe I just need to wait and do nothing. My father’s death shifted me to another place of understanding about how to live life: after four months of my body falling apart, along with nightly insomnia, life finally carved a message of patience into my psyche, which I am just beginning to listen to.

			In the end I let this man go, to live his life and do his thing. I hate letting go. I hate not having things mapped out. I hate and fear not knowing. And yet, with this one, I walk away. And the world did not spin madly on its axis. I felt that familiar inhalation of fear and despair, but it did not this time overwhelm me. Maybe now I can see him as a lovely future prospect instead of as a sickening failure on my part.

			I am finding myself by extracting myself from others. No lover will save me the work of being present and being whole. No matter how many times I attempt the effort of union. It will not work until I stop and dare to look at myself. I would rather burrow under his arm and be rescued by the comfort of his smell. But there is no “he” now. Just me.

			Being alone is a job. It requires planning and directing. But it is also a lovely secret world of reading and writing, bathing and eating, walking and going to the cinema. Although going to parties by myself is torture, something I hate, I am trying to do more of it. I feel as if I make an awkward entrance. I don’t talk easily to strangers. I lack small talk. And always I feel slightly foreign.

			During the eight weeks that you are with Daddy every summer, I experiment with a life that I might have lived had I remained single through my twenties and married in my thirties. I realize that I am not very experienced at that and actually lack the imagination to do it as well as I might. But I give it a go.

			Eight weeks is just enough to establish a few well-chosen rhythms but not quite long enough to start a new hobby. I can sense the freedom of limitless choices, but I recognize that I probably wouldn’t exercise them anyway.

			Now I am learning to choose to do nothing except lie sometimes on my bed, staring at the ceiling and breathing. The silver deco fan above my head is intriguing. So are the few cracks in the paintwork and the sun shadows moving slowly through the blinds. Closing my eyes, I imagine the room, absorbing the gentle celadon shade through my eyelids. I am a weird combination of frenzied and inert.

			Sometimes I lie there and curl each of my toes and fingers. Sometimes I run my tongue around my teeth and up against the roof of my mouth and make strange popping noises. It’s fun and pointless and reassuring: my body works, the room is safe, no one right now needs me or even knows or cares where I am. Not being wanted or needed is the most relaxing state I can think of. It’s such a luxury to dump the anchors of motherhood for a few days.

			I listen to Sibelius over and over. It’s Symphony no. 5 in E-flat. Nine minutes of Finnish ecstasy in the last section, the allegro molto. Sometimes I sit quietly in my closet and smell my clothes and put my hands in my shoes and remember where I wore this or that. I think about future happy times. Occasionally the cats follow me in and we crouch around the shoes, purring. The two of them lazily pull at the belt of my silk dressing gown and I sit there looking up at hats and bags and hangers, laughing at this mad shop I find myself in.

			Sometimes I lie on the sofa with The New Yorker. I start at the back, with the cartoon competition, and then read it in a series of strange leaps. Front of the book, back of the book. The long essay and the film criticism I save for last. Occasionally I make a nest in bed and cover my head so I create a long, warm tunnel.

			I make choices that are temporal and unobserved, feeding my time on earth with decisions not witnessed but owned by me. This aloneness is me stamping my mark and taking care of business: changing a lightbulb, washing a dish, taking a bath, choosing a CD, wiping down the sink. These are the unseen acts of living.

		

	
		
			VIII.

			Your Way

			 
[image: ]
It is time for me to get out of your way.

			Last night we went to Kramerbooks again. You pointed to the philosophy aisle and told me that it was your favorite section. You picked out David Foster Wallace’s 2005 graduation speech, and I bought Lydia Davis’s collection of short stories Break It Down. Instead of watching a film, we agreed to get into my bed and read, which was cute and cozy until your texting started driving me crazy. Then you went upstairs and we read separately, content with our change of plan.

			This summer you have compiled a CD for our thousand-mile journey; you sit in the front seat, helping to navigate while deejaying. Slowly the music choices are revealed as we drive through midsummer mist to upstate New York. French electronica from Phoenix steadies and enervates me as we hurry through the mountains of central Pennsylvania, overtaking massive trucks delivering furniture and food early on a Saturday morning. Your music burns a loop through the hairs on my arms as I curl my toes on the accelerator and overtake a massive truck on a bend in the hills.

			Stars and Feist, St. Vincent and Pixies—and all the other bands with groove and melody that you have nicked off YouTube and put on CD. Pembroke College at Oxford is never going to be the same when this library of melody and bass erupts through your windows.

			As I drive, we talk sporadically about my time at university in Scotland. Did I enjoy it? Yes, very much. Did I work hard? In spurts. What did I learn? How to argue and how to drink. Have I ever gone back? No. Why not? Because I don’t go back to places where I have been happy. I am not sure that anything I say is very illuminating or particularly useful.

			Your learning has not just been from books. You know how to get around the city, how to cook a meal, how to mail a package at the post office and refill your prescriptions. You go to the dentist by yourself and follow up with the recheck. You return your library books (how quaint), on time, book airline tickets and sign up for air miles. You identify and then volunteer at the charity of your choosing, and spend whole days at a time to fulfill your community-service requirements. You have learned how to babysit, do the laundry, write a check, and balance your bank account.

			You will lead your life in my old country and I will continue to live in yours, and each of us will occasionally long for home.

			What you may come to learn is that after a time you can’t really go back. You can visit friends and haunt old childhood places but there is no real return. You will move with ease between two cultures, interpreting one to the other with fluency, amusement, and some irritation. When I am tired and there are no visible road markings, I default to driving on the left. I still look blankly when asked how I want my fried eggs cooked. And having a choice of fifty-nine cereals in the supermarket sends me, even now, into mental arrest.

			All parents want to shove their lessons learned on their children and of that I am entirely guilty. What do mothers and daughters have to say to each other when the time comes to leave home? I know that our lullabies have become crisper with age. I have many selfish maternal fears, one of which is that you will spend your life desperately trying not to be me. What should I want for you that is at once perfect and reasonable? A life mostly free of anguish but not complication?

			The natural order of things is for you to teach yourself now how to be a complete human being and lead a life of meaning. And for me to keep reflecting back to you some of my experience, without preventing you from accumulating your own.

			Life is a limited engagement of uncertain duration, but you have, if all goes well, most of the rest of the twenty-first century at your disposal. Be intrigued by the world that you are shaping, by the wild array of things you can do, and be careful not just to bide your time. It will unexpectedly run out.

			To lead a life of meaning, it’s worth giving some thought to its foundations. What are the conditions you will need to build your life? How do you want to use the time you have available? And how will you use your powers?

			There are few geniuses out there, just as there aren’t that many real grown-ups. There are just people who seek to apply themselves with purpose to answering one or two big questions. Many of them have first worked out a core set of values and have a clear vision of where they are heading and a specific plan for getting there. But not everyone works that way.

			Often successful people appear out of nowhere, seemingly fully formed. That is misleading. The truth is that they fight, they fail, they sweat, they pray, they doubt, they persist, and they always work their ass off. But every successful person I have ever seen in action has developed consistent habits and routines.

			Where should you begin? Good daily habits, positive and predictable, will help you build the scaffolding of a life of purpose. These require a degree of self-mastery, which means balancing the two parts of your brain: the sexy Mediterranean limbic system that shouts “stay in bed, eat pecan bars, watch Revenge on Netflix!” with the sober Nordic prefrontal cortex that slowly intones “go to the gym, finish the annual report, create a personal budget.”

			The trick is to learn how to allow one part to override the other. I do not find it easy to switch between the two. For me the secular and the spiritual rub up against each other, sometimes competing for space and attention. Having children has forced me to provide you with structure and consistency, and now you will have to do that for yourself. Structure has always come naturally to me but creating new good habits on my own as an adult—like rising early, going to the gym, meditating, getting a start on the day—has been difficult. I am not very consistent. I manage to cobble together six or seven days in a row, and then I have a tendency to fall out of my routine, particularly if I am traveling.

			Sometimes I procrastinate, usually because I don’t know what to write or say or do. I amble around the house. I lie on the sofa and am completely and perfectly unproductive. I fill the cat bowl with kibble, water the plants, pull out the weeds. I sit on the front porch and watch my neighbors come and go, and sometimes I just brush my hair, searching for split ends.

			This time spent idling is actually very useful. We often find our inner balance and nurture our creative power by slowing things down to a walk or crawl. But knowing how to pick up a half-formed habit, or form a new one, is key, since all the literature says it takes us about sixty days for one to take hold.

			Habits are both bad and good. There are bad ones that we all unconsciously play out—being late to work because you are late getting to bed, spending too much money, not getting enough sleep, missing deadlines, eating crap—that will prevent you from succeeding, or make the effort a lot harder, and then there are the good ones that you will have to consciously adopt as you seek to change. Good habits allow us to dispense with effort. Developing a solid routine early in life is just a saner thing to do.

			You will need to develop your own system of values and connected behaviors now that I am no longer around to nudge and nag. Perhaps shaped initially by idealism, they will be battered and then honed by your experience. They will allow you to hold firm when things around you begin to unravel.

			How much of life do you want to take on? If you want to lead a big life, also ask yourself what a good life would look like. The world desperately needs improving. And yet you have come alive in an age of miracles.

			What forces will have a major impact on your life? How will your generation deal with huge population growth, mass migration, rapid urbanization, and the burning question of how to feed nine-plus billion people? Add in climate change and global terrorism, extreme poverty and disease, profound income inequality, religious extremism, and the status of women and girls and you have a bleak picture.

			And yet the twenty-first century will also present opportunities. The growth of a huge new urban middle class in cities of the South will foster remarkable urban creativity, and an era of unprecedented exchange of knowledge. Technological and medical ingenuity will lead to advances in disease eradication, global access to education, renewable energy, and increasing longevity.

			Which of these challenges do you want to take on? What is your attitude to justice, poverty, and inequality? Do you care about disappearing oceans, the privatization of politics, or adult illiteracy? Will you be a dreamer or an inventor? An artist or creator? How will you honor your responsibility to the world? Too much self-interest is boring. Whatever you choose to do, will you have the courage to defy the crowd? University is a sheltered haven, but the time will come soon for you to act.

			Your generation, born in the 1990s, has a huge opportunity to fill a gap, not just with the work you do, but with your style of leadership. In the globalized, interdependent world that we all now inhabit, empathy and cooperation are two key leadership characteristics that you millennials embody in spades. We need you to bring your leadership revolution to our desks, please, even as you are working at the coffee shop or in your pajamas at home.

			Recently I have worked with a series of business trainers who have spent years developing thoughtful strategies and tools to help people ask specific questions about how to shape their interests, passions, and ultimate trajectory in life, and then how to lay out a plan to do so and become a leader as a result.

			What does it mean to be a leader? I choose that word advisedly, because I believe that if we all attempt to identify, access, and then shape our strengths—in other words to lead—society will ultimately benefit, whether one simply leads oneself or a team. It’s an intentional process of constant self-assessment.

			Look around you. There are bossy people, aggressive people, manipulative people, and worried people. Those who choose to lead take their cue from knowing themselves and their direction. They don’t need to coerce, antagonize, or humiliate. They make the right decisions with skill and dispatch, and hold themselves and their teams to the highest of standards.

			Be explicit. Ask yourself what your strengths and weaknesses are. It will help you discern what you are really good at and what you hate doing. Are there things you don’t like doing that you are going to have to start learning to do better? Are there areas of weakness so glaring that you will need to rethink your area of focus? Is there a market for your services? Is what you have to offer the world unique or are you good enough that it doesn’t matter? What do you have the potential to be best at? What is the pattern that emerges when you expose yourself to this stark assessment?

			Create a plan for yourself: incomplete as it might be, it will help to replace the inevitable fear and endless doubt on entering the job market when the time comes for you to emerge from the academic cocoon. Plans provide great psychological safety nets. They give you firmer footing when things suddenly start shifting around. They give you a compass setting, but they also give you flexibility to be strategically opportunistic. You can take risks without being reckless.

			Money Matters

			No one is neutral about money. It matters. Learn the exacting art of budgeting: it will save you angst and stomach acid for the present and the future. In the words of the song by Frank Sinatra that I used to play over and over when you were little, we are all sometimes “in and out of the money.” Budgets are about behavior. They are a guide, a determinant, and a predictor. They are a defense and an excuse. Structured the right way, they are freedom from worry.

			You can make a realistic assessment of what you have or earn against your anchor payments: housing, clothing, food, utilities, transport, medical insurance, and student loans. When you subtract these essential expenses from your monthly pay, you will find the money you can set aside for the fun stuff. But before you do any of that, please, pay yourself first: set aside something for your retirement and your emergency fund. Sign up for your employer’s savings and retirement plan—at least ask if they have one.

			The numbers tell a story. They offer precise insight that we often choose to ignore. How much do you think you will need to survive and thrive? What’s your number?

			Will making money drive your success? What will be off-limits to you? Will there be a hole in your soul if there is something that you can’t buy?

			Someone once told me that when you put something on a credit card it means you can’t afford it. There is some truth to that. But credit wisely undertaken gives you flexibility to purchase large things or pay for major expenses: a sofa, emergency medical payments, an unexpected car repair. Cap your borrowing and pay as much off as you can each month. On the whole, “pay as you go” is the phrase that best describes my attempts to deal with the charming harpy in my wallet. The money is not really yours. If you can’t cover the amount due, you will eventually have to pay it back with interest. So make sure what you charge is what you really need.

			The financial crisis of 2008 was personal for me and thus for you. The headlines became very tangible in our house. Our family suffered from job losses, shrinking incomes, and increasing health-care costs. You and I had to borrow at high interest rates to secure your university loans, as will your sister and your brother. Our calculus has always been that a university education is critical for your future survival, not just as a gift of time to learn and discern, but as an opening to the job market. So this debt is a good bet. But it’s with us for another fifteen years, diverting income from other investments that you might one day want to make.

			When the time comes to enter the work world, love your payday, the first and the last. I still look forward to the fifteenth and thirtieth of every month, sometimes doubting that the money will actually show up, but it always does. And then there are the occasional unexpected refunds: from the mortgage company or the car insurance or a thirteen-dollar windfall from some random source, which I squirrel away to pay off the gas or electricity bill.

			What kind of giver will you be? Your generation is driven by the wish to support causes, not just through donations, but by investing in them as a way of expressing your values—often using your social networks to generate interest and engagement. Since there are eighty million of you in the United States alone, this is already turning philanthropy into a new form of investment: impact investing, whose implications for addressing societal problems are only just now unfolding.

			Money is the source of great freedom and also intense discomfort. Its lack or misuse can bring shame, family rifts, and personal chaos. It bestows a fleeting prestige, easy access to people and things, and for those so inclined, a way to control others. It has the power to bind you. It also has the possibility of freeing you. Don’t ignore it.

			Learn to Fail Well

			Whatever you choose to go after in life, don’t expect things to come easily and to always go your way. The job world can be brutal and quixotic. Effort and intelligence are not always rewarded. Failure is part of living. So to be successful you must learn to fail well, meaning with grace and curiosity and resilience. Failure is really about unmet expectations: your own, others’, society’s. It is not getting the outcome you wanted. People’s responses to failure and to setbacks differ: some moan and grumble and despair; others reach out and ask for help. You have choices.

			I have failed many times, in many ways, at many stages of my life. Some of these failures have left me burning with embarrassment, some filled with shame and pain or wry amusement. The failures you ignore are the ones you are most likely to repeat and that will end up haunting you as you dress in the morning or when you look late at night in the bathroom mirror.

			Find Your Indulgences and Harness Them

			I want you to understand your desires and to satisfy them, so design your own emotional currency and work out what matters to you. Surround yourself with the things you love in life. Develop your style, your interests, and your beauty.

			Learn when to rest and when to exert. Know your limits and husband your strength. That means no multitasking—or not too much, in any case. We all benefit and suffer from our constant use of technology and social media: the intensity of the connection and the simultaneous remove are both pleasurable and numbing. I love the squirt of dopamine that a quick peek at Facebook brings me, but to bring your full attention to the task or person at hand is the ultimate compliment. And, increasingly, one of the hardest feats to achieve. Will you allow a time for silence and time to be by yourself? Will you learn to wait without impatience?

			Choose just one thing that is yours and cherish it. Mine is a painting at the Phillips Collection, Paul Klee’s The Way to the Citadel. Sometimes I look at it with familiar eyes, hoping for some comfort in its sameness. Other times I see something new and unexpected.

			Try if you can to be deep in delight and gratitude every day. That will come from looking around you, paying attention, taking stock. How do you take stock? By recognizing what you have. By being grateful for five or ten things every day and whispering them aloud at night or in the morning, accumulating a sediment of contentment. You can then be at ease with yourself and bring a pocketful of good cheer to your day.

			I hope that you will learn to enjoy dining alone. Prepare a plate of good food just to your taste: a chunk of Parmesan, some prosciutto, warmed bread with a good crust, a small pile of plump green lettuces, a glass of crisp white wine. Then lay a cloth napkin, fill the pitcher of water, light the candles, and sit with the window open as the last light lingers on your plate. Afterward, before you draw the curtains on the world, attend to the soft soaping of the pan.

			Find your indulgences and harness them. First learn why you drink. When I drink, it allows me to keep lying to myself about how I do not need this. I have found that when I drink I can’t hear myself. Now I drink as little as I can get away with. Pain is inevitable. Some people will both smother it and amplify it with drink, food, sex, and drugs. Learn your triggers.

			Sit, drink, smoke, eat. I did all four of those together for a very long time. Now I am told that “sitting is the new smoking.” I quit the cigarettes. And I am always eating. But sitting? Christ. Since when was I going to kill myself just by being at my desk? Now I stand in meetings, which is slightly uncomfortable. I can feel my legs throbbing after a while, but at least my blood isn’t pooling in my stomach, causing cancer or irritable bowel syndrome.

			Right now you know nothing other than being young and in good health. But I want you to think about death daily. Savor the ending of things. Think about the beauty you are going to leave behind, the broadways and the boulevards, the music and the paintings, the people.

			I am making way for you and you, in turn, will make way for them. As we pass our days we will learn to recognize the full range of human experience. I hope that it will make us both dare more. As we leave behind youth, strength, and beauty, with the glacial slipping of the flesh, I hope that we will replace it with wisdom and laughter.

			You and I are the old man limping through the pharmacy, clutching his prescriptions, the stoic woman sitting on the bus, holding on to half a bag of groceries. We are the man with his right hand rooted on his cane and his left hand stuck reassuringly in his jacket pocket, the woman stepping heavily sideways and catching herself on the staircase handrail. We are the elderly couple holding themselves carefully upright in the cheerful waiting room, hoping the doctor’s assistant will return before too long to give them the test results. We are the sick child lying in bed and staring at the ceiling of the hospital room, wondering if she will ever go home.

			Going to College

			Ahead of you are three years of perfect freedom. Explore widely and deeply. I have a feeling that your curiosity will take you to surprising places. Don’t let yourself stay in the same place for too long. Try to ask questions that others have overlooked out of haste or fear. The stupid question can oftentimes be exactly the right one.

			What do I want for you at university? I imagine a safe place to experiment, a limited time to deeply cultivate interests and friendships. Use those few seasons to increase your skills, insight, and most of all your tolerance.

			I don’t expect a university system to answer the question of how you will build your future.

			Emotionally it may be a seesaw between rapture and despair; intellectually I hope it will be a time of pointed questions, of experimental apartness, whose rhythms are carefully measured and calibrated by the term system.

			Know why you are doing things. Make college interesting for yourself. Have the audacity to style a mini world there of your own making. You might boldly confront dyspeptic views, or even be the architect of them. Ultimately you must be there for yourself.

			In high school you rarely put up your hand in class. Neither did I. Now you are going to find yourself deep in the British tutorial system, which will leave you no cover. You will find yourself sitting in a shabby room with one tutor and a few other students, reading your words aloud, delivering your ideas, waiting for the collective sniff or nod. Don’t be put off by the fact that this kind of open structure favors the boys, with their willingness to wade eagerly into verbal battle. I can still remember my own history tutorial with eight boys and me, the only girl, arguing vigorously about nineteenth-century German naval history as they glanced sideways and wondered at my impertinence.

			You will sometimes fail to balance your newfound street freedoms with the academic deadlines that may or may not mean something to you by the time you graduate. I assume that you will waste some of your time and perhaps even fail a few things—enough so as to feel just a little guilty and to refocus.

			You are poised to shape your life in this young century. Use your curiosity and develop your convictions. You will, I hope, as you enter the work world, push others along and pull them up or do what you can, particularly for women.

			For a short while we created a family together, a community. Now you will be entering one created more by choice than by circumstance. I am naked in front of you: the dynamics of our relationship has changed. I still watch over you but now you watch me too. I am not used to the scrutiny.

			We are three days away from the end of this journey together. Your first job is nearly finished. You have been showing me the way to the door. The curfew was eleven and then one. There are nights spent with friends I haven’t met, when I just want you back in the morning in one piece. You have jobs now: tutoring and waitressing. The casual essence of you is starting to emerge. I see you quietly picking and plucking things from life, starting to create your own patterns of emotional and intellectual engagement.

			Your clear expectations about leaving to join the world help shape my leave-taking of you. I am relieved, heartened, saddened, expectant, and anxious. Are you ready? Am I ready? Did I prepare you enough to engage the world? Probably not, but I have always been a believer in eight out of ten being sufficient. It leaves room for experimentation. I have never been a perfectionist: I lack the rigor.

			We sit down to work out the budget for your university loans and living expenses, but you still want me to organize the acquisition of your sheets and towels. We are at the tipping point, and you are mostly ready. We argue gently about the number of books you should take. I am worried about the airline’s extra-luggage fees. You are worried about leaving your identity behind.

			You are going to a foreign country—England, my old home—and I imagine how this is going to feel. For a while you will be “the American.” Then you will become just Charlie. Friends will come and go, but a core will remain who will form the base for your lifetime.

			There are stories, yours and others’, to be acquired, accumulated, and documented. Here is what’s in store: failure, occasional success, and plenty of waiting; weird teachers, grumpy salespeople, strange and wonderful colleagues, and hopefully at some point down the road surprising and glorious children of your own.

			You will leave now. You might return. But I cannot count on that. For a brief moment, we made a mark on our world as a collective. Now you will make your own mark as an individual. I hope you will come back and tell me all about it.
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