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Foreword



By Senator Rand Paul
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Vincent Remini


Kelley has always been a writer. Whether writing marketing literature for the telecommunications industry or for her own creative expression, it has been a constant in her life. During my medical training at Duke, she was our main breadwinner, writing for companies in Research Triangle Park. Even when the subject matter was less than scintillating, she had a gift for making it so.


Since I entered politics, Kelley is always the first reviewer I seek for my speeches and articles, and she always makes them better. As our sons and friends will attest, she is also a good storyteller, so when she told me that she wanted to write about her relationships with her grandmother, mother and close-knit group of college friends, I knew it would be great.


As you know real men don’t cry, or at least they don’t usually admit to it but, as I read Kelley’s essays, I laughed, I cried, and I was moved. The running joke in our family is that she is such a great storyteller that we weren’t sure if she was writing fiction or non-fiction, but the truth is that she always makes real life much more interesting – sometimes more interesting in the telling than perhaps it was in the living!


Kelley is convinced that her storytelling gene comes from the Irish grandmother she writes about in this book, but I think she got a healthy dose from her father Hilton too—he can tell a story you’ve heard a hundred times and still reel you in for the climax.


My family may count fewer dramatic storytellers in our ranks, but it’s not that we don’t have a story to tell. In this book, Kelley writes of the powerful sources of inspiration our mothers and grandmothers are, and in the Paul family that is certainly true.


The women in my family have been long-lived, strong-willed and opinionated. From my grandmothers to my mother runs a strength and direction that has guided our family for generations. Even during times in history when women didn’t often take leadership roles in society, the women in my family were the quiet, yet powerful directors of our destiny. In the winter of 1903, my maternal great-grandmother Millicent Duncan Creed wrote over one hundred letters to her fiancé Herman. She described great snowfalls and twenty-two degrees below zero weather. She described exhilarating sleigh rides and buggy rides and how much more delightful they would have been with him by her side.


Herman worked in a sawmill about sixty miles away. In those days, before automobiles, it was a major undertaking to travel that far and so he returned only on holidays. The train took her letters to him. Her letters warned him not to have too much fun or pay too much attention to the German girls there. She wrote of Sabbath Day School, sermons, and lectures. Often, she wrote of missing church because of quarantine for smallpox or measles or muddy, impassable roads.


I was surprised that Millicent wrote about a new card game that was “all the rage” and helped alleviate their cabin fever during the harsh winter. When she had visited us down in Texas in her late eighties, we were told that she strongly disapproved of cards and had never played. We took particular delight in corrupting her with a game of Old Maid. Little did we know then that she had once upon a time, in her rebellious youth, enjoyed a good game of cards. But we didn’t stop there. We also took my great-grandmother to her first movie, Chitty Chitty Bang Bang, which she loved. Oh, the rebellious influence of children in the seventies!


In addition to Millicent’s letters in 1903–1904, Herman’s mother wrote occasionally. She was ill with chronic symptoms of age, but her strong faith gave her comfort. She wrote this to Herman in March of 1904:




“Our Sabbath was lovely which I spent at home as usual. But the dear Lord willing I hope I can soon go to His house again. Anyway His grace is sufficient for me. There is a song in my soul today, a blessed sunshine that no outward circumstances can take away. The Lord is a sun and a shield to all that trust in him. May he always be your guide.”





Their families were not rich but they were literate and spiritual. My great-grandmother Millicent did not attend college but her sister graduated from North Eastern Ohio Normal School in 1908. Millicent, like her mother before her, was active in the Women’s Christian Temperance Union of Mahoning County, Ohio. In 1874, the temperance crusade began in Ohio and the first national convention of the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union was held in Cleveland.


According to family lore, they sang in the prisons against the devil’s liquor rum. We have no record of their involvement in women’s suffrage but the Temperance Union officially endorsed women’s suffrage as a way of gaining more participation and influence for women. I don’t think Millicent and her mother were of the Carry Nation variety of temperance activists—to my knowledge they confined their protest tactics to singing, not hatchets.


Millicent was an activist to the end. I remember listening to her interrogate my father at her one-hundredth birthday party back in 1984 about sending AWACS (advanced surveillance planes) to Egypt. My father had been a “no” vote in congress and, fortunately for him, my great-grandmother approved.


She was tireless in her efforts to register people to vote—even working to register more than one hundred fellow residents at her assisted living facility. As the descendant of abolitionists and temperance workers, I think she tried to register only Republicans.
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The women in my family were a force to be reckoned with because of their faith, energy, and intelligence, but also sheer longevity. Millicent’s grandmother, Sarah Millicent Rose Howard, was born in 1836 and was still going strong at age eighty-seven, until she stepped out of a jitney and was struck by a car in 1923. My mother treasures a quilt knitted by Sarah, whom they called Ma Howard.


My mother’s mother, Carol Creed Wells, graduated from Ohio University in the early 1930s at a time when few women went to college, much less graduated. Kelley and I have a framed picture of her in the foyer of our home that never fails to draw the notice of guests. In the photo she is sitting, knees bent, aiming a rifle at a distant target, a row of carbines in the background.


Carol, or Gram as we knew her, was not quite the teetotaler her mother was. She loved parties, joined a sorority, and was a bit of a rule breaker. As kids we loved the stories she told us of my grandfather climbing in the second story window of her dormitory, long after visiting hours for boys had ended.


Gram was an avid coin collector and spent hours with me as a child, sorting coins and peering at mint marks. As time went on, her vision began to fail and I became her eyes, spying the faintness of marks on weather worn coins. I went with her to the eye surgeon as her cataracts were removed, then her corneas replaced, and, finally, when we received the sad news that macular degeneration had irreparably damaged her retinas. Those trips to the ophthalmologist with her were among the reasons I ultimately decided to become an eye surgeon.


My father’s mother, Margaret Dumont Paul, finished high school while her husband finished only eight grades. My dad says that without her management and accounting skills, the family dairy business would never have thrived to become the main milk delivery enterprise in Carnegie and Greentree, Pennsylvania.
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Even after long days working at the dairy and caring for five sons, Margaret found time to help those less fortunate than she. She delivered Meals on Wheels to invalids and shut-ins well into her eighties. Even after she was crippled with her own arthritis and maladies, she would carry meals up long winding stairs to houses perched in the hilly sections of south Pittsburgh.


My grandmother lived in an era when every penny was counted and cataloged, lights were never burned without a purpose, the tap water was not allowed to run continuously when washing dishes, and buying new clothes only occurred when the old ones were worn out.


I interviewed my grandmother when she was ninety about her work in the family dairy business and as a volunteer for the American Bible Society. She spoke of taking the trolley to downtown Pittsburgh to deliver Bibles to an African American church. Although we sometimes assume race relations were far superior in the northern cities before the Civil Rights Movement, the truth is that separation de facto existed in the north as well. Her trip to downtown Pittsburgh, especially alone, was considered daring at the time. She never told her husband of seventy years about delivering those Bibles.


Grandmother Margaret lived in a time when, by all appearances, the men in the family made the decisions, but there was always a hint that the men could never have made the right decisions without her help. She was not boastful but it was always clear that she was confident of her abilities.


My mother, Carol Wells Paul, followed in her mother’s footsteps to Ohio University. My father went to Gettysburg College and my mother, just like her grandmother Millicent, wrote hundreds of letters to her beau during those years apart (those letters were pointedly not made available to the author).


My mother would have succeeded at any career she chose. She would be the first to say that her decision to devote her life to raising, organizing, feeding, and clothing her five children was the career she chose enthusiastically and should not be viewed as somehow a deprivation of another path.


But, as times changed, so did our family. Today, my sisters work both outside the home and inside the home. My older sister Lori is a bookkeeper and mother of five, and my younger sister Joy is an OB-GYN and mother of six. Two of my nieces are physicians and one is in veterinary school.


Barbara Tuchman writes of how the American Revolution opened up progress to people from all walks of life, not just the nobility. Think of what has been lost over the centuries by restricting leadership in government and society to only men of nobility. And take that one step further: Imagine what progress has been lost by excluding women and minorities from positions of leadership.
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I believe we all have reason to be hopeful about the future as both men and women, of all backgrounds, races, and creeds are encouraged to excel to their maximum potential. Nothing illustrates that viewpoint better than the stories of inspiring women in this book, whose courage, perseverance and optimism define the American spirit.


—Rand Paul















Brushstrokes of Hope



The Story of the Art


The paintings in this book are original works of art created by the women of the HomeFront Family Preservation Center in Lawrence, New Jersey. Every day, HomeFront changes lives by providing refuge and hope to homeless mothers and their children.


Many of the women at HomeFront have struggled with addiction, violence, and abuse. And yet once in a supportive, healthy environment that offers them and their children a safe haven, these same women have been able to express themselves through artwork that is hopeful, thoughtful, and life affirming.


The paintings are a testament to both the transformative work of this organization and the redemptive power of art.


I was excited to be able to share their beautiful paintings in this book, as they provide a visual echo to the overriding theme of each chapter—that beneath the most ordinary or broken surface, we all have a unique and inspiring story to tell.























“Each friend represents a world in us, a world not born until they arrive, and it is only by this meeting that a new world is born.”


Anaïs Nin, Diary of Anaïs Nin, Vol.1
























chapter one



By Chance We Met
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Kathy Bird




















 




“It is by chance that we met, 
by choice that we became friends.”


ANONYMOUS




For more than thirty years, I have been friends with six women. We met in the autumn of 1981 as freshmen at Rhodes College in Memphis, Tennessee, and despite living in different states across the country, we have faithfully reunited for a long weekend nearly every year since graduation.


This year we all reached a milestone birthday, so we expanded our reunion into a weeklong beach celebration worthy of thirty-two years of sharing stories we know by heart but still make us laugh. Perhaps it was turning fifty, perhaps it was an introspection borne of suddenly living my life in the public eye, but this year I felt a keener understanding of just how powerful and precious these enduring friendships are to me.


Even though we are geographically scattered, we have remained in touch by phone, email and our treasured annual reunion since our graduation in 1985. Like all women, we have failed and succeeded, celebrated and mourned, and kept on going. We are from varied backgrounds and faiths, and we have different points of view on many things. But to each of us, our friendship is something sparkling and fine.


We have stood up for one another at our weddings, shared countless photographs of our beautiful children and families, and cheered our successes in career and love and life. We have sustained one another through life’s hard and dark times—divorce, the alcoholism of a spouse, autism, difficulties with children and loved ones, disease, and the sudden loss of parents and a precious sister. Through it all, we have been a balm for sorrow and despair, or just made one another laugh, often at the same time. Whether it’s a cup of coffee, a casserole at the door, or a calm, trusted voice on the phone, real friends have an instinct for what is necessary in the moment.
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I consider it one of life’s greatest blessings to have true and constant friends, the kind that you both weather and savor life’s seasons with. Over the past decades, the questions and topics have certainly changed—at eighteen the conversations usually began with “What do you think he meant by that?” and “Why hasn’t he called?” In other words, it was all about the boys.


This was the 1980s, long before cell phones and social media. We had to make commitments for “real dates” well in advance, and wait for (or have the courage to make) phone calls on landlines, something our own children can’t even imagine. There was no expectation of an immediate text response to a chance meeting or flirtation, and there was more patience and vulnerability involved for all parties. But looking back and, at the risk of sounding like an old lady, I’ll say it: I think it was better then.


Our friendships helped make the drama of the dating game less excruciating, and we soothed one another’s broken hearts over pitchers of margaritas, chips and salsa, and lots of unkind laughter as we made fun of the cad’s nose or how he really did look kind of funny when he ran (which was occasionally awkward when the couple got back together).


By our mid-twenties, the conversations had evolved into a heady, utterly self-centered mix of career aspirations and relationships, still heavily weighted toward romance because that’s always more exciting to discuss with your girlfriends. We toasted new jobs and promotions, analyzed the smart but quirky guy we met at the airport, and the personality disorder of the terrible boss. We fixed each other up with cute coworkers and, in this category, I get to take credit for one happy marriage—okay, I was technically introducing Blair to Steve’s friend, but they wouldn’t have met without my Emma-like interventions!






“The older we get, the more we understand that the women who know and love us—and love us despite what they know about us—are the joists that hold up the house of our existence.”


Anna Quindlen, Lots of Candles, Plenty of Cake








In our thirties and forties, kids entered the fray and we rejoiced and commiserated over the often-overwhelming experience of motherhood. We one-upped each other with graphic labor and delivery dramas and embarrassing potty-training disasters, gleefully scorned the hyper-competitive sports moms, and traded notes on how to secretly lurk on our teens’ Facebook and Instagram accounts. Through it all, a great sense of humor and an appreciation of the absurd have connected us through our shared experiences. That, and knowing when to keep your mouth shut!


Speaking of maintaining a sense of humor, my husband Rand’s campaign for the US Senate (after nearly twenty years as a doctor in peaceful Bowling Green, Kentucky) certainly required that of me. Raising a family amid the contact sport of American politics, I have had to call on reserves of strength and calm that I didn’t realize I had, and I’ve leaned hard on my friends.


I’ve also found guidance and courage in my faith, my family, and even my history. As I grow older, I can feel the experiences of my mother and grandmother resonating in me, giving me a new sense of bravery and purpose. The lifetime of anecdotes, stories, and family lore passed down from my mother, aunts, and grandmother have become more meaningful and real to me now.


Just remembering my grandmother Julia’s joyful smile as she greeted me with a merry “’Tis Herself!” in her musical Irish accent never fails to fill me with a sense of optimism and assurance. She was a small woman who lived a life that might appear hard and humble from the outside, but her heart and her hopes were huge, and they inspire me still. I feel a little flame of faith and hopefulness every time I remember her, and it makes me wonder if there are more than genes woven into the strands of our DNA— aren’t the stories and inspiration of our loved ones, their pain and joy and wisdom, woven into us as well?


So this year, I asked each friend for a favor before we met for our reunion. Tell me a story, I asked each of them. Tell me about a woman who has influenced you, guided you, and fostered your sense of joy, of possibility, of courage. I love these women, my friends. They are each extraordinary. And after more than three decades of friendship, I wanted to find out just what was woven into their DNA. I had an unshakeable feeling that their mothers and grandmothers would have experiences and histories that were fascinating and inspiring.


I was right, and that is the genesis of this book. It is a tender salute to Julia O’Toole Wessell, my Irish immigrant grandmother, who had only an eighth-grade education and worked as a maid for most of her life, but who lived her American dream with an unsinkable optimism and verve that I feel in my very bones. I try to live my life in a way that reflects her faith and buoyant spirit. It is a toast to my dear friends, both those who appear in this book and others, whose lives have intersected mine and made it stronger, finer, truer. And it is a tribute to my beloved mother, Lillian Ashby, who is—always—my touchstone.


The women in these stories, while from a range of backgrounds and cultural experiences, share traits of courage, faith, optimism and an unconquerable love of family. They are the Mississippi matriarch who, at age thirty, built a school for disabled children next to her home and helped to found a new church at eighty; the Turkish coffee girl who dared to sail across the ocean to define her own future; and the quiet mother who stayed up nights sewing a prom dress just like the one in the store her daughter dreamed of, but she could not afford to buy. They are our mothers and grandmothers: our first and most powerful sources of love and inspiration, the keystones on which we, so fragile at first, are constructed.
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One of the wonderful surprises of writing this book was that, once I got the conversation started, each friend had a truly extraordinary and compelling figure in her life whose story begged to be told, even if on the surface she appeared to be just an everyday woman—a mother or grandmother, but nobody special.


To accompany each story, I’ve also selected quotes and poetry from some of my literary heroines, the writers and characters that have fueled my imagination since early childhood. I have been in love with books since I was a very young girl. Some of my earliest, sweetest memories are of my mother taking me to the library as a preschooler, and the way those books felt as I clutched them in my arms, their musty smell tickling my nose and hinting at all the secret worlds and beautiful pictures I would find inside.






“Remember well, and bear in mind, a constant friend is hard to find.”


Laura Ingalls Wilder 
Farm Journalist: Writings from the Ozarks









My first literary heroine was Laura Ingalls Wilder, from whom I learned early lessons in bravery and resilience. In elementary school, I read and re-read her Little House on the Prairie books until the spines cracked. During Saturday sleepovers, my best friend Lally and I would create a cozy cabin in the basement of her house and play “Pioneer” for hours, rocking our baby Carrie by the fire in between dangerous treks into the Big Woods (a dark hall lined with old water skis) to help Pa fight off vicious panthers and bears.


I have included Laura Ingalls Wilder, along with many of my favorite writers, from Charlotte Brontë to Barbara Kingsolver, in this book. Like my friends, and like their mothers and grandmothers, they are diverse in outlook and experience but singular in that I have learned from, and been inspired by, them all.


I hope that these stories, poems and quotes will not only inspire you, but also remind you of a woman in your own life—a mother, a grandmother, an aunt, a sister or a friend. I believe that if we take the time to listen, everyone has an intriguing story to tell, a truth to unveil, or a lesson to teach. Too often we don’t recognize the significance of our teacher in the moment. Sometimes, her gifts are only revealed when we remember her.
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Gennie Darisme






“…My parents, and librarians along the way, taught me about the space between words; about the margins, where so many juicy moments of life and spirit and friendship could be found.”


Anne Lamott Plan B: Further Thoughts on Faith
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