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      For Steve, unsung hero

   
      Every step in the dark turns out, in the end, to have been on course after all.

      —JOHN TARRANT
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      introduction

      The book you hold in your hands is not the book I intended to write. What I envisioned was something shorter, simpler, and
         less personal.
      

      Ten years ago, when my sons were six and nine, I wrote a small collection of essays about my efforts to slow life down in
         a world that seemed to be moving too fast. As a young mother, I wanted so much for my children, and I expected quite a bit
         of myself, too. And yet, somewhat to my surprise, motherhood was forcing me to reexamine all of my preconceptions about what
         it meant to live well and to do well by my family. Trying to do it all, have it all, and give it all to my children, I realized
         that in fact I was setting a pace that left us scattered and exhausted.
      

      It dawned on me that what I really wanted was to enjoy those fleeting years with my husband and our sons rather than race
         through them. Writing was a way to remind myself to savor the quiet pleasures of everyday life, to pay more attention to people
         than to things, and to allow my young sons the time and space to play, daydream, and begin to figure out for themselves who
         they were and what they cared about.
      

      The book grew directly out of my own experiences with my two little boys—baking bread, sleeping in a tent in the backyard,
         telling stories at bedtime, coloring Easter eggs. I felt so certain then that a good life was right at hand, if I could only
         remember to keep it simple and unhurried.
      

      My book, Mitten Strings for God: Reflections for Mothers in a Hurry, didn’t really say anything about slowing down that hadn’t been said before. I simply offered a few more thoughts on the
         matter as it pertained to children. My husband and I had a joke that year that while he was downstairs after dinner taking
         care of the kids, I was upstairs writing about them. The good news was, it didn’t take long. The book almost wrote itself.
      

      It also struck a chord with other mothers who felt as I did and who shared my desire to run around less and stay at home more.
         In a culture that emphasizes activity, enrichment, and early competence as the tickets to adult success, we tend to equate
         full engagement calendars with full lives. In a few brief essays, I tried to offer a glimpse of another way. A decade later,
         I still receive letters from mothers eager to share their stories of how my book inspired them to find more realistic, livable,
         enjoyable rhythms for their own families.
      

      Meanwhile, my own little boys grew up. The five-year-old who once nestled himself under my arm while finger knitting a long
         blue mitten string for God is sixteen now, shaving and driving. His older brother, who used to climb into my bed with his
         beloved copy of James and the Giant Peach, is reading Plato at a college halfway across the country.
      

      I always thought that someday, when my sons were older, I would write a second book, a kind of sequel to the first. But as
         my sons grew into adolescence and our family life became more complicated, I felt less and less sure of my ground. It was
         one thing for my husband and me to decide that we would opt out of T-ball and elaborate birthday parties in favor of pickup
         baseball games in the backyard and unscheduled weekends. But it is quite another to try to shape family life with two teenage
         boys who have their own agendas, social plans, and strong opinions.
      

      My original intent was to write about the unprecedented expectations and pressures experienced by today’s teenagers and parents
         and how important it is to offer an antidote to that pressure at home. I wanted to remind myself as much as anyone that there
         are alternatives to our culture’s narrow definition of success, and to suggest that we’d be doing all our sons and daughters
         a service if we’d relinquish some of our collective anxiety over their unknown futures and simply trust them more to find
         their own way.
      

      But as my two sons became teenagers themselves, our stable, orderly life flew apart. Instead of growing in wisdom, I was searching
         for answers. The idea of trying to offer anybody advice about anything seemed ludicrous. When I tried to write, what came
         out seemed messy and complicated, as messy and complicated as our own everyday lives. So I realized that I had a choice: I
         could give up on my idea altogether, or I could take a longer, more circuitous route. I could try to tell my own midlife story
         of living, loving, and letting go, knowing that doing so would also mean owning up to all that I don’t know, all that I’m
         still trying to figure out.
      

      Unlike the first book, this one hasn’t come easy. For one thing, writing about teenagers, I soon realized, is even harder
         than living with them. They are extremely private creatures, after all, demanding of respect. There were many lines I could
         not cross. As for myself, I am not a parenting expert or a therapist or a teacher. I’m just a mother confronting the vicissitudes
         of middle age—change, loss, a twenty-one-year-old marriage, children leaving home. And none of it is smooth sledding. All
         I really have to guide me these days is my own response—joy, gratitude, sadness, fear—in the presence of all that seems most
         precious now, as my two nearly grown sons strain inexorably against the ties that bind us.
      

      It is, of course, a universal drama—children grow up, they leave home, clocks tick in empty bedrooms, and untouched gallons
         of milk turn sour in the fridge because no one’s there to drink them. Parents mourn the loss and, at the same time, discover
         the will to reinvent themselves. I know I’m not the first mother who’s found it hard to let go, who’s yearned for change only
         to resist it when it comes, who’s found it painful at times to accept the fact that my sons are pulling away, moving out into
         lives of their own. Nor will I be the last.
      

      And so I offer the story of my midlife searching and mothering over the course of five unsettled years, in the hope that other
         mothers will recognize aspects of themselves in these pages and remember that, unique though our own experiences may be, none
         of us really travels this path alone. Parenthood is what binds us. Our own doubts and questions awaken empathy for parents
         everywhere, and our fierce love for our own children deepens our compassion for all children. Walking in the woods with a
         friend, or gathered around a dinner table when the candles have burned low, or sitting in a circle in a church basement, we
         share our struggles, open our hearts, tell about our lives and our children’s lives, in an effort to make sense of things,
         to learn the hidden truths of ourselves, but also, of course, to share the small discoveries that may somehow ease the way
         for someone else. This is how it’s been for me.
      

      K.K.
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      change

      To exist is to change, to change is to mature, to mature is to go on creating oneself endlessly.

      —HENRI BERGSON

      When my children were small, I would sometimes lie in bed in the early morning and try to envision the day ahead. Not the schedule
         we would keep or the activities in store, but rather the attitude I wanted to bring to these things. Imagining myself being
         patient, calm, accepting, I would create a picture in my mind of the mother I wanted to be for my two young boys. Of course,
         at some point the day’s challenges would always get the better of me. Jack would stick a bead up his nose and tell me it had
         magically disappeared. Henry would spill his third glass of orange juice in a row. And I’d catch myself being impatient, critical,
         brusque—not the kind of mother I’d envisioned at all.
      

      Back then, I took comfort in knowing that when things got tough, we could always regroup and start over. I could take a deep,
         slow breath, pop my cranky children into a tub full of bubbles, toast bagels, let the storm clouds blow over. (Well, the bead
         up the nose did require a trip to the ER.) Still, I felt so certain that tomorrow would be just another day, another chance
         to try to get it right—followed by another, and another after that, and hundreds more, all more or less like the very day
         I was struggling to get through at that moment.
      

      It seemed to me during those early years of child raising that my sons’ childhoods would go on forever. I couldn’t imagine
         any life other than the one that consumed me right then, a life shaped by the joys and demands of raising young children.
      

      From the time my older son was three months old, I had a job I could do from home, editing an annual anthology of short stories.
         For a former literary editor not quite willing to forgo her publishing career, the setup was ideal—I was getting paid to read.
         With a little self-discipline, I could easily slip back and forth between work and children. If the boys were occupied, I’d
         grab a pile of literary magazines and retreat to the couch. When they were small, paid child care bought luxurious stretches
         of uninterrupted time at my desk. Later, I arranged my schedule around theirs, glad for a workday that ended at three, for
         our sacred weekday afternoons.
      

      For years, I felt fulfilled in both realms, fortunate to have work I loved and continually challenged by the requirements
         of motherhood. My life’s purpose seemed clear—I could keep a toe in my professional shoes and be a stay-at-home mother at
         the same time, certain that I could best sustain and nurture our family life simply by being there. My morning meditations
         among the pillows might set a tone or an intention, but the real practice, I came to see, was in the ritual of starting over,
         day after day, caring for my husband and children, striving for balance, trying to meet my deadlines and, at the same time,
         meet our basic needs for rest and laughter and togetherness.
      

      I learned a lot about myself, and many lessons in mindfulness, during those long days. Intense and demanding as they are,
         the years we spend with our young children can also be deeply, viscerally gratifying. We know exactly where we are needed
         and what we need to be doing. Immersed in the physical and emotional realm of parenthood, we develop reserves of patience,
         imagination, and fortitude we never dreamed possible. At times, the hard work of being a mother seems in itself a spiritual
         practice, an opportunity for growth and self-exploration in an extraordinarily intimate world, a world in which hands are
         for holding, bodies for snuggling, laps for sitting.
      

      As our sons grew up, my husband and I marked their heights on the side of a pantry cupboard, savored every milestone, and
         marveled at how well settled we were, completely absorbed in lives that revolved around our children, work and school, and
         friends with whom to share it all. For a long time, life unfurled predictably, steadily, like fat ribbon from a spool.
      

      The changes, when they began, were subtle at first. Somehow our treasured family ritual of reading together at bedtime slipped
         away. No one asked for stories anymore. Baths were replaced by showers, long ones, at the oddest times of day. The three-year
         gap between our sons, insignificant at six and nine, seemed to stretch into a chasm, unbridgeable at eleven and fourteen.
         Baseballs stopped flying in the backyard. A bedroom door that had always been open, quietly closed. Board games gathered dust
         on the shelves. And then one day, toward the end of my older son’s eighth-grade year, I looked at him over breakfast and realized
         I had absolutely no idea what he was thinking about. And when, for heaven’s sake, had he grown that hair across his upper
         lip?
      

      Sensing the ground shifting beneath my feet, I resisted this new, unknown territory, already nostalgic for what I’d so recently
         taken for granted. I missed my old world and its funny little inhabitants, those great big personalities still housed in small,
         sweet bodies. I missed my sons’ kissable cheeks and round bellies, their unanswerable questions, their innocent faith, their
         sudden tears and wild, infectious giggles, even the smell of their morning breath, when they would leap, upon waking, from
         their own warm beds directly into ours. I missed the person I had been for them, too—the younger, more capable mother who
         read aloud for hours, stuck raisin eyes into bear-shaped pancakes, created knight’s armor from cardboard and duct tape. Certainly
         my talents didn’t seem quite so impressive anymore, my company not as desirable as it once had been.
      

      If I thought the journey from childhood into teenagehood would be orderly and predictable, the transformations steady and
         almost imperceptible, I was wrong. Our family did not glide easily from one phase of life into the next, but then, perhaps
         no family ever does. The confluence of my own midlife and my sons’ adolescence hit us like a blast of wind, blowing the front
         door wide open, hurtling through the house, and rearranging the furniture of our lives. Some of the chaos undoubtedly came
         with the territory, and some we surely brought upon ourselves; by the time our older son stepped across the stage to receive
         his eighth-grade diploma, we were rolling up the rugs in the living room.
      

      I am a person who thrives in the familiar comforts of home, a nester, a sanctifier. Since earliest childhood, I have marked
         and claimed spaces—from the fairy cave beneath a weeping willow tree in my grandmother’s backyard, furnished the summer I
         was four with soft striped blankets, china teacups, and stacks of picture books, to the rambling, green-shingled house on
         a short cul-de-sac that my husband, sons, and I inhabited so fully and for so long that none of us thought we would ever,
         could ever, live anywhere else.
      

      In the midst of an upscale, well-groomed suburban neighborhood, ours was the funky house, having been built originally as
         a barn two hundred years ago. Its history as a home for livestock was still evident in the ancient, oddly stained beams and
         low ceilings, the vision of the 1920s architect revealed in the leaded glass casement windows, the handmade fireplace tiles,
         the tiny bedrooms, old-fashioned kitchen, and unlikely floor plan. Idly house hunting and then enchanted by this particular
         house’s eccentricities, my husband and I wondered how we would fill those little upstairs bedrooms. We made an offer anyway—only
         to learn, the following week, that I was already pregnant with our second child. It seemed like fate. By the time we brought
         Jack home eight months later, we felt as if we’d always been there.
      

      As our children grew, we created gardens and traditions, laid stone paths through the flowers and installed a swing set under
         the towering pine, planted trees each Mother’s Day, tended to vegetables growing in the backyard and to close, abiding friendships
         with the neighbors on all sides. Standing outdoors sometimes at night, looking in through the lighted windows at the familiar,
         cherished rooms, I imagined our house as a living, breathing organism, animated by us and filled to the brim with the stuff
         of our lives, every moment, memory, word, and gesture of our family’s history contained within its embracing walls.
      

      For thirteen years we were held, loving that house so much that it seemed almost to love us back. Until the day when, to my
         surprise, being held began to feel more like being restrained. Slowly, almost without my knowing it, I had begun to hunger
         for something, or someplace, else. Someplace wilder and a little rougher around the edges, with a wider sky, perhaps, a longer
         view from the kitchen window, and a deeper kind of quiet than could be found in any suburban neighborhood.
      

      In my mid-forties, with our children on the brink of adolescence, I longed for something I could scarcely name but that our
         orderly, well-defined life seemed no longer to provide. Watching my sons growing and changing so visibly, almost from one
         day to the next, I sensed something inside me breaking loose and changing as well, something no less powerful for being invisible.
         It was almost as if, having strived for years for predictable comforts, urban conveniences, and the security of our well-established
         routines, I was suddenly haunted by all the things I hadn’t done, the dreams that might never be realized, the sense that
         the tidy, civilized life we’d worked so hard to create didn’t quite fit the person I really was, or, rather, still thought
         I might be.
      

      I didn’t want to leave my marriage or quit my job. I had no interest in a makeover or a sports car, and we couldn’t afford
         a second home. Yet I was beginning to understand the reckless impulses that drive so many of us at midlife headlong into mysteries
         and mistakes, new identities and unlikely adventures. If some essential part of me was already disappearing as my children
         moved into increasingly wider orbits, well then, I wanted to reach out and claim something else to take its place. Freedom
         was one word for it; I nursed a new, uncharacteristic itch for more space, empty roads, dark night skies.
      

      Who knows, really, where dreams begin? Perhaps they first take shape in the unknown realms of sleep or in the far corners
         of our consciousness, gaining size and substance off in the distant wings of awareness, until one day, just out of the corner
         of your eye, you see it—the hazy shape of a new idea that is suddenly too big and insistent to ignore.
      

      Perhaps my own first impulse to pull up stakes and move away had its earliest stirrings in such a dream. Off at the edges
         of perception, as my husband and I considered high schools for one son and imagined possible futures for the other, arose
         a disconcerting sense that perhaps the comfortable old shoe of a life that had fit so well for so long wasn’t quite the right
         size anymore.
      

      What began as a fantasy of light and space and room to stretch evolved, without my even realizing it, into yearning—for the
         opportunity to write a whole new family chapter, in a place where we might expand our understanding of what it means to live
         well. A place where, despite the challenges of adolescence, our sons might find some kind of counterbalance to the social
         and academic pressures they had already begun to experience in the well-stratified world beyond our own front door.
      

      Much as I wanted both my children to benefit from whatever material advantages we could offer them, it began to seem even
         more important that they also come to appreciate the value and the beauty of ordinary things, gifts that come with no price
         tags attached but that can nevertheless seem increasingly out of reach in our noisy, fast-paced, overcrowded world—the snap
         of an apple picked from a roadside tree, the silence of deep woods after snow, the majesty of a clear night sky, the solitary
         bliss of a swim across a lake on a summer afternoon.
      

      Neither my husband nor I was bound to a location for our livelihoods. I could read short stories at a kitchen table. When
         we first moved to the suburbs, Steve had been a publishing executive, commuting by train each day to the city, earning a salary
         that could easily support us all. But he had left that career to try his luck with a start-up; when that and then a second
         venture failed, he’d launched a small business of his own from a corner of our guest bedroom. For a couple of years, life
         went on as usual—vacations, music lessons, private school. And then, one tax time, we simply added up the money that was coming
         in, compared it with the money going out, and realized that something would have to change.
      

      Thus began a year of soul-searching deliberation and many, many late night conversations. What holds anyone in place? How
         do we know where we belong? Could we be just as happy in a smaller house somewhere else, where the cost of living might be
         lower? Somehow, we needed to learn to live on less, so we asked ourselves if life in a slower, quieter, less populated place
         might actually suit us better. We could go anywhere. Or not. There was much to be said, as my husband kept insisting, in favor
         of tightening our belts and staying put, in the only home our two sons had ever known. More than once I wondered if the longings
         that plagued me were legitimate or whether my midlife crisis was just taking the form of boredom with all that was familiar.
      

      After nearly a year of indecision and uncertainty, of endless house hunting in every corner of the New England countryside,
         and of countless house showings of our own (flowers on every table! clean towels at every sink! spotless toilets!), we were
         exhausted and more confused than ever about what we really wanted. In the end, we got ourselves into the regrettable position
         of having sold our old house without managing to find a new one.
      

      By the time we finally had to confront the painful task of dismantling the home we now regretted selling, our romantic vision
         of a simpler new life in the country seemed like a pipe dream. We’d lost our zeal and confidence for going forward. After
         having tried and failed to make a desperate, last-ditch deal to keep our old house, we had to accept that there was no going
         back.
      

      Shaken, we went on autopilot, filled boxes, and labeled them “Deep Storage” or “Accessible Storage.” In fact, almost everything
         we owned was going into storage of one kind or another—including, or so it seemed at the time, our capacity for rational thinking.
         Hard-pressed for some kind of plan, and for a roof over our heads, my husband and I arranged to move in with my parents until
         we sorted things out.
      

      A month before our older son was to start high school, we left our beloved house, gave away many of our possessions, packed
         the rest, and embarked on what turned out to be a three-year quest for home, roots, and a new life elsewhere.
      

      On the day we locked our back door behind us for the last time, bade our best friends and neighbors good-bye through one last
         wash of tears, and followed the moving vans north, we were also, without quite realizing it, closing the door for good on
         our sons’ childhoods and bidding farewell to the life we’d so carefully constructed and then so swiftly dismantled. Three
         and a half years later, when we finally sliced into the boxes of Beanie Babies and baseball cards, these once precious talismen
         had lost their magic. Both of our sons were full-blown teenagers. We were in new territory altogether.
      

      Over these last difficult, unsettled years, change has seemed to define us, and at times I’ve wondered if it would, in the
         end, undo us. Our children have braved new schools, new towns, new lives entirely. After thirteen years in one place, we suddenly
         found ourselves with claim to no place, unsure about where we would live or even exactly what we were looking for. We were
         completely in flux. But I’ve come to see that even though the particular details of this midlife journey may be unique to
         us, our story of upheaval is not all that unusual. As I look around at the families we know, I realize that almost every one
         of them has endured transformations of one sort or another as their children moved through adolescence.
      

      The changes are various, some exhilarating, others heartbreaking, some deliberately set in motion, others completely unexpected.
         It almost seems as if the strict requirements of life with young children tether us for a time, creating limits and enclosures
         that hold fast through elementary school. We know our children need security, rhythm, and routine in order to thrive, so we
         sacrifice, perhaps at great cost to ourselves, to provide those things. It’s what parents do, if we possibly can. But as high
         school looms, even the steadiest families begin to rock.
      

      As writer Phyllis Theroux observes, “We set off like captains of clipper ships outfitted with the latest gear and tackle to
         race across the ocean. Then, somewhere midcrossing, we realize that the expedition is essentially beyond our control. That
         time coincides with children becoming adolescents. Adolescence is a mutinous, confusing time when everybody is trying to get
         off the boat.”
      

      Not many of us actually jump ship. But the fact is, midlife—which hits most parents just about the time our children are hitting
         their teens—finds a fair number of restless, graying seekers out charting new courses, often through unexpectedly rough waters.
         Whether we choose change or it chooses us, the only thing we can know for sure is that security of any kind is an illusion.
         The life we know is always in the process of becoming something else.
      

      I have friends who, having put careers on the back burner while raising children, are suddenly realizing that it’s now or
         never and are heading back into the workforce as their children spend fewer waking hours at home. Couples we know who have
         struggled to keep unworkable marriages together for the sake of their children decide, as those children become teenagers,
         that they have held on long enough. Families that appeared tightly knit seem to unravel overnight. Others find themselves
         caring for elderly parents who, though vibrant just months ago, suddenly seem astonishingly frail and all too mortal.
      

      A few weeks ago, good neighbors on our street were stunned to lose their house to foreclosure; they aren’t sure where they’ll
         go next. On all sides now, people I care about are having heart attacks, losing jobs, starting businesses, moving to follow
         new dreams or revive old ones, remaking their lives in all kinds of ways and for all kinds of reasons. Most of the changes
         fall into the realm of challenges, not easy, perhaps, but inevitable bumps on the road of life. Others, however, are simply
         devastating.
      

      As I look back over the last few years, my mind fills with memories of indelible moments when I’ve been abruptly, painfully
         reminded that we can take nothing and no one for granted.
      

      It is early on a March Sunday, my husband and I just waking up to a gray dawn when the phone rings. My husband answers, grabs
         the back of a chair, and asks in disbelief, “Who’s dead?” My best friend’s son has been stabbed, killed while trying to stop
         a fight near his college campus.
      

      It is October, my birthday, and I’m having lunch outside with two dear friends from my old neighborhood, basking in the sunshine
         of a perfect autumn afternoon. Happy to be reunited, we’re eating deli sandwiches and complaining about our crow’s-feet and
         sagging eyelids, wondering if we’d ever have the nerve for face lifts, joking about finding ourselves a group rate somewhere.
         A week later, one of these friends, just my age and in the bloom of health, is diagnosed with advanced stage four ovarian
         cancer, enters treatment, and begins fighting for her life. No one is complaining about wrinkles anymore.
      

      My book group has gathered on a February evening to drink wine, catch up with one another, and discuss a recent Oprah selection.
         We go around the circle, each of us offering a few sentences about what’s going on in our lives, what’s happened since we
         last met. There is a pause as a good friend takes a deep breath, looks up, and announces in a voice shaking with pain and
         determination, “I’m getting a divorce.”
      

      At the age of forty-six, my brother has become a dad at last. But his son is born seven weeks early and is fighting for survival
         in the ICU, a three-pound scrap of humanity not quite ready for life on this earth. I look at my kid brother in his hospital
         scrubs, his eyes full of tears, his heart bursting with pride and hope, and realize that he’s not the same person he was just
         yesterday; that no matter what happens to that tiny little boy in the incubator, my brother has been forever transformed by
         fatherhood.
      

      These are just my stories, the ones that happen at this particular moment to be very close to home. But every woman I know
         has her own ready list of tragedies, trials, wake-up calls, and, yes, opportunities for transformation.
      

      I remember the book my own mother, then on the brink of forty, was reading when I headed off to college in the fall of 1976.
         In that bicentennial year, Gail Sheehy topped the best-seller list with Passages, suggesting that midlife is no safe harbor after the turmoil of young adulthood, but rather a critical turning point in the
         life cycle, a time when our heightened vulnerability also offers us unprecedented opportunity for growth. Sheehy struck a
         huge chord with her reinterpretation of the midlife crisis, or “passage,” as a necessary element of the spiritual journey
         into self-knowledge and renewal. “If you want to grow,” she proclaimed, “you must be willing to change.” Thirty-plus years
         and thousands of self-help books later, this is no longer news. Yet, truth be told, I still feel broadsided by the changes
         that have hit me over the last few years and am deeply sobered by the enormous losses so many close friends have suffered.
      

      Many nights I lie awake, worrying about what’s next. Difficult times are inevitable, and I have no doubt that my own losses
         and disappointments will continue. Somehow, I need to learn to weather them, to strengthen my belief in the rightness of things
         as they are, even as I transform this deepening awareness of mortality and suffering into a more accepting kind of faith.
      

      Before long, I will turn fifty. Soon, one son, and then the other, will leave home. And I am overcome these days with a new
         sense of urgency about all of it. For years I have been caught up in the work of raising children, earning a living, turning
         pages on the calendar, checking items off a list. But time that once seemed to move so slowly has all of a sudden begun to
         go way too fast. Childhood doesn’t last forever after all, nor does any season.
      

      Change, it is said, always goes hand in hand with opportunity. Growing older, I begin to see that finding fulfillment in this
         next stage of life will demand a kind of surrender that seems beyond me now, a new way of being and caring that I can barely
         begin to imagine. I suspect I have a lot to learn about letting go.
      

      I recall my younger, intensely ambitious self with a wince—how avidly I set my sights on the future and how hard I worked
         at becoming the person I thought I ought to be, in pursuit of the life by which I thought I could define myself. So many aspirations—for
         a rewarding career, security for my family, success for my children, a marriage that worked, and a life that mattered. I wanted
         it all. And I believed that if I nurtured those dreams, tried hard enough, and planned well enough, they would one day come
         true. The funny thing is, now, as my children begin to pull away, it is the present moment that concerns me most. Yet try
         as I might to pay attention, I find myself confronted with all sorts of unexpected and conflicting emotions—pride in my sons,
         of course, and gratitude for what we’ve had, but also an almost heartbreaking sense of just how short life really is, and
         how incomprehensible. How in fact life is not all about planning and shaping, but about not knowing, and being okay with that.
         It’s about learning to take the moment that comes and make the best of it, without any idea of what’s going to happen next.
      

      It’s been quite a few years since I began my days by imagining them first from bed. But now I think it’s time for me to visualize
         again, if only to remind myself to begin each day with gratitude for what is rather than worrying so much about what still
         might be. I now know that although each day does indeed afford us an opportunity to start again, the days are numbered after
         all. Instead of regretting what’s over and done with, I want to be glad for life as it is right now, accepting that we are,
         each one of us, struggling along as best we can to become the people we are meant to be. Instead of mourning the passage of
         time, I want to live with a sense of abundance in the here and now, knowing that what we have is exactly enough. Instead of
         wishing that my sons could be somehow other than they are, I want to remind myself to see, every day, what is already good
         in each of them and to love that.
      

      We are entering a kind of homestretch here, the end of family life as we’ve always known it, the end of the day-in-day-out,
         zip-your-jacket-here’s-your-sandwich kind of mothering by which I’ve defined myself for so long.
      

      My sons will be graduating from high school and leaving home before I know it. Although we’ve spent the last three years in
         transition, in borrowed rooms and temporary arrangements, the real changes have only just begun. In the months ahead, our
         family will move at long last into a house of our own. One son will begin his freshman year at a large public high school
         where, on the first day, he will know almost no one. The other will be a senior at the small alternative high school where
         he has grown, in the last three years, from a shy, diffident boy into a quietly confident young man. My husband and I will
         drive, supervise, proofread, cheerlead, negotiate curfews and car privileges, and write lots of checks.
      

      And then, just a year from now, our older son will pack his bags and head off to college, and our family will begin the inevitable
         shrinking and shifting that will conclude with my husband and me looking at each other over dinner, in a childless house,
         wondering how it all ended so quickly.
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