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Praise for
 MITTEN STRINGS FOR GOD



“A mother’s guidebook for the road less traveled… Like Anne Morrow Lindbergh’s classic Gift from the Sea, Ms. Kenison’s musings on family life, motherhood, and her own search for balance belong by the bedside, where it can be savored again and again.”


—Christian Science Monitor


“Harkens the reader back to the simplest and most potent things… In her quest to bring beauty and meaning to her children’s afternoons, Katrina Kenison, in elegant and heartfelt prose, leads us all into the realm of the essential.”


—Beth Kephart, National Book Award finalist and author of The Heart Is Not a Size


“[Katrina Kenison] provides in this lovely volume a kind of literary how-to for restoring quality and ‘stillness’ to lives that are too often spent on the run.”


—San Antonio Express-News


“Katrina Kenison has wrought something almost miraculous in this crazy age of ambitious parenting—a lovely, beautifully crafted memoir and meditation on savoring the small, spiritual moments of our daily family lives.”


—James Dodson, author of Beautiful Madness


“In this quietly beautiful little book, Kenison offers us a rare chance to slow down, enjoy one another and our children, and live peaceful lives in an overscheduled world.”


—Reeve Lindbergh, author of Forward from Here: Leaving Middle Age—and Other Unexpected Adventures


“In MITTEN STRINGS FOR GOD, I found wisdom to last a lifetime. Katrina Kenison writes from the heart, with a naturalist’s eye for beauty and a poet’s fearlessness.”


—Roberta Israeloff, author of Kindling the Flame


“[Katrina Kenison’s] writing, which is as simple and true as that of Anne Morrow Lindbergh’s, bears rereading and contemplation.”


—Dallas Morning News


“Warm and caring… her thoughtful reflections on family life, the frenetic pace of modern life, and the need to slow down to spend quality time with family.”


—Publishers Weekly


“A moving, heartwarming celebration of those achingly lovely moments between parent and child… must reading for every parent and grandparent.”


—Judith S. Wallerstein, PhD, author of The Unexpected Legacy of Divorce and What About the Kids?
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FOR HENRY AND JACK, OF COURSE
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People travel to wonder at the height of mountains, at the huge waves of the sea, at the long courses of rivers, at the vast compass of the ocean, at the circular motion of the stars; and they pass by themselves without wondering.


—ST. AUGUSTINE
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INTRODUCTION



Each year since our two sons, now nine and six, were born, my husband and I have stayed in touch with family and friends at Christmastime with one of those much maligned “holiday letters.” We came to regard it as a necessary stopgap—the alternative being complete silence—during these hectic years of work and parenthood.


Two Christmases ago, with no major life events to report, I wrote a different kind of letter, describing my own desire to slow life down in the midst of the holiday season and to tune in to a gentler rhythm. I found that in those moments when I did pause long enough to fully experience my own life, my children seemed happier and more peaceful as well. Suddenly, I realized, we truly did have something to celebrate: the joy of real togetherness. These were simple reflections, to be sure, yet, to my surprise, the letter quickly took on a life of its own. Friends and relatives made copies to include in their Christmas cards, and, as a result, people I scarcely knew wrote me letters in return; distant friends, long out of touch, called and wrote, sharing their stories; a writer friend asked if she could reprint the letter in a New Year’s Day column; another sent me a subscription to a Quaker newsletter; and an old high school friend (who had received a copy of the letter from his mother, who had received a copy from mine) wrote to ask if he might be added to my Christmas card list for the next year. Apparently I had struck a chord.


Being a mother today seems to require that we move too fast most of the time. Much as we may crave quiet interludes with our children, family mealtimes, and meaningful rituals, many of us have resigned ourselves to life without them. There may be days when we barely manage to bring the members of our families together in the same room at the same time—let alone share our innermost thoughts, a joke, or a moment of quiet intimacy.


Yet we also know that our relationships—with ourselves and with each other—need time if they are to flourish. Parents and children alike need time for solitude, time to stretch and think and wonder, time to become acquainted with ourselves and with the world around us. And parents and children need sacred time together, time that is carved out of our busy lives, protected and honored but not scheduled. Time, instead, for just being.


Most of us came of age in a world that was quite different from the one our children now inhabit. As a child I was fed and clothed and loved and cared for—and otherwise left to my own devices a good deal of the time. Even a generation ago, childhood could still be experienced as an accumulation of idle hours, hours in which we were allowed to discover the world for ourselves, piecemeal, and to awaken slowly to its beauty and complexity. In the process, we awakened to ourselves.


We can’t reclaim those spacious hours, any more than we can turn back the hands of time and return to that more innocent age. But the lessons taught by the solitude and imposed leisure of childhood are still imprinted on our souls. As children we learned the pleasure of our own company, how to be happy where we were with what we had, how to fill an empty afternoon. But I wonder: Do we give our own children time enough to absorb the subtle teachings of such tranquil moments? Are we granting them the time they need to develop an inner life as well as a social one? I remember many, many days when I had nothing but time. Yet today I find that I have to struggle to give my own children the very ease and space that I once took for granted.


No, we cannot turn back the hands of time. But as the overworked, exhausted parents of a generation of busy, overstimulated children, we can slow down the pace of daily life in our own homes. We can gently reshape lives that have become overstuffed and overly stressful. We can give our children fewer activities and more room in which to breathe, fewer lessons and more time in which to make their own discoveries. We can take a good look at our own maxed-out calendars and crowded lives and let go of the activities and commitments that don’t enrich our days. We can be easier on ourselves and demand less of our children. We can protect and honor quiet, unscheduled time, and we can bequeath it to our sons and daughters.


No doubt some of the notions in these pages will seem simple. But I find it is most often the simple gesture or the small goal well met that reaps the greatest reward. And, in our busy lives, it is often the simple gesture that is overlooked, the simple need that is never satisfied. Consider: We figure out a way to chauffeur the kids to their nine lessons a week, to organize the vacation trip to Disney World, and to throw a birthday party for a dozen five-year-olds, complete with costumed mystery guest and party favors. So why does a quiet story told by candlelight seem impossible to manage? In truth, the story—told from the heart and shared in flickering darkness—is more nourishing for our child’s soul, and for our own as well, than another soccer practice, an audience with Mickey, or a pile of birthday gifts. We all know this to be true. But sometimes we forget. And sometimes we do need help and inspiration, as we try to negotiate our way from the full-scale chaos of a running-late Monday morning to a place of repose at a child’s bedside at the end of the day.


I did not suddenly “see the light” and re-create my life. On the contrary. I began these reflections as I began the Christmas letter that inspired them: out of my own needs as a mother and my desire for more space and harmony in my family. The letter grew into the chapter called “Peace”—and, having begun, I decided to continue, to try to live more deliberately by taking the time to put what I care about into words. I wrote this book because I needed it myself—and because I suspect that I am not alone, that other mothers, too, yearn to offer their children an alternative to our culture’s noise, pressures, and materialism.


I’ve learned that even a small shift in my own thinking usually has a more powerful effect on my day-to-day life than any full-scale attempt at self-improvement. The same is true when it comes to raising children. Holding a vision of their best, true selves in my mind, I suddenly find that the picture has become the reality. We create our lives within our own imaginations well before we ever realize them here on earth. So I imagine what is possible and try to live my days mindfully, and with a sense of humor. This book, then, is not about changing your life. It is about paying more attention to the life you already have, about taking your own life back as you protect your children from the pull of a world that is spinning too fast.


Ultimately, of course, we must each find our own way to be in the world. There are as many ways to live as there are ways to love, and each family has its particular rhythm, its own way of doing and of being. Yet I do believe that, as mothers, we all walk a common path, through a rugged and ineffable territory of love and fury, exhilaration and exhaustion, self-doubt and self-discovery. Every mother I know wishes for close, meaningful relationships with her children, yet none of us is immune to the daily press of obligations and events. We fall captive to the demands of our jobs and families, and to the insistent tug of our fast-paced culture. And most of us find it increasingly difficult, in the face of all this external pressure, to remember what we already know: True happiness is found within ourselves and in quiet harmony with others. Yet if we let this inner knowledge slip away, our children may never learn it themselves, for we are their first teachers. It is up to each of us to set the example, to show by our own actions our respect for intimacy, contemplation, and wonder. This is perhaps the greatest legacy we can bestow on our children: the capacity to be enchanted by the quiet gifts of everyday life.


Over the years, I have been grateful to all the women who have gone this way before me and have been willing to shine a light upon the trail, that I might find my own way with a bit more confidence. I hope these pages will do the same for other mothers and their children.


Katrina Kenison


July 1999





DAILINESS
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WE HAVE BECOME experts at documenting the lives of our children. From the instant my sons made their first appearances in the delivery room, they have been the stars of our home movies and our favorite photographic subjects. But the most precious moments of my family’s life are not the ones illuminated by birthday candles, Christmas lights, or amusement park rides, and they cannot be captured on film or tape.


The moments I hold most dear are those that arise unbidden in the course of any day—small, evanescent, scarcely worth noticing except for the fact that I am being offered, just for a second, a glimpse into another’s soul. If my experience as a mother has taught me anything, it is to be awake for such moments, to keep life simple enough to allow them to occur, and to appreciate their fleeting beauty: a lip-smacking good-night “guppy kiss”; a spoonful of maple syrup on snow, served to me in bed with great fanfare on a stormy winter morning; a conversation with a tiny speckled salamander discovered, blinking calmly, under a rock….These are the moments that, woven together, constitute the unique fabric of our family life. Herein lies the deep color, the lights and shadows, of our days together.


I am fortunate to have had a mentor in the art of living in the moment. In fact, I received my most precious lesson from her after her death. My older son, Henry, was a year and a half old, and I had left him for the first time, to spend four days in Atlanta, going through the papers of my friend Olive Ann Burns. When Olive Ann and I had first met, eight years earlier, I was an ambitious twenty-five-year-old, eager to make my way in the world of New York publishing. She was a sixty-year-old housewife about to publish her first novel after a ten-year battle with cancer. In retrospect, I suppose I was of some small help to Olive Ann, suggesting ways to cut pages from her enormous manuscript or sharpen a character, but I now know that she had much more to offer me, namely an unforgettable example of how life ought to be lived, even in the face of tremendous pain.


Cold Sassy Tree surprised everyone by becoming a best-seller, and Olive Ann Burns became a national celebrity. Having been confined to the house during all those years of illness, she thoroughly enjoyed her moment in the spotlight. But it was not to last. Soon after she embarked on a sequel to Cold Sassy Tree, her cancer returned. Although she continued to write, and later to dictate, from her bed, the book was unfinished when she died on July 4, 1990.


By the time of Olive Ann’s death, I had left publishing to edit an annual short-story anthology from home. Much as I had loved my career, I knew that I could not sustain that kind of commitment to my work and to children, too. But my relationship with Olive Ann had long since transcended that between editor and writer. She was my friend and my teacher as well, for she embodied the kind of courage and spirit that I aspired to. On the other side, she had come to trust my editorial judgment, and she knew that I would be honest with her about the new book.


Olive Ann had completed twelve chapters when she died and had made notes for others. She had also left explicit wishes for the manuscript: She wanted it to be published somehow, so that the hundreds of people who had written her asking for a sequel would not feel let down. Olive Ann had told me this story many times; we had sat side by side on her couch as she showed me the family photo album, introducing me to the real-life characters who had inspired her work. So, with her family’s encouragement, I agreed to supplement Olive Ann’s chapters with a reminiscence of their author, telling how Cold Sassy Tree came to be written and fleshing out the story of the sequel. This was the task that brought me to Atlanta.


Every mother remembers the first night she spends away from her first child. Settling into the familiar little inn a few blocks from Olive Ann’s house, where I had always stayed when visiting her, I felt that I had been yanked out of my current life, as a wife and mother, and hurled back into my former one. I was rereading Cold Sassy Tree as preparation for the work ahead, and—wonder of wonders—I was alone. For the first time since my son was born, I had time to reflect, to become reacquainted with myself, apart from my husband and my baby. I tried to appreciate the solitude, for I had always loved it, but now I felt unmoored, free-floating in a hotel room while my real life went on without me, someplace else. I realized how grateful I was for all the connections that usually held me in place, and I couldn’t wait to get home.


It was in this mood that I sat down in the middle of a room filled with Olive Ann. There were all the drafts of Cold Sassy Tree, every typed page densely scribbled with her revisions; there were boxes of fan mail; manuscript pages of the new book, ideas she had jotted on the backs of envelopes and shopping lists, love letters from her late husband, and, perhaps most poignant of all, notes Olive Ann had written to herself to bolster her own courage during the hard times.


Late in the afternoon of my last day in Atlanta, I came across a sheet of yellow-lined paper on which Olive Ann had written these words:


I have learned to quit speeding through life, always trying to do too many things too quickly, without taking the time to enjoy each day’s doings. I think I always thought of real living as being high. I don’t mean on drugs—I mean real living was falling in love, or when I got my first job, or when I was able to help somebody, or watch my baby get born, or have a good morning of really good writing. In between the highs I was impatient—you know how it is—life seemed so Daily. Now I love the dailiness. I enjoy washing dishes. I enjoy cooking, I see my father’s roses out the kitchen window, I like picking beans. I notice everything—birdsongs, the clouds, the sound of wind, the glory of sunshine after two weeks of rain. These things I took for granted before.


It seemed that Olive Ann was speaking directly to me. I copied the lines down and then taped them above my desk when I got home, where they remain to this day. For many weeks I found myself blinking back tears every time I read them, for my own life with an infant was about nothing if not “dailiness,” but mine was just beginning, while hers had ended. The fact that she was gone was a powerful reminder to me to pay attention while I had the chance, and to respect the fact that our time here is short.


In a way, those words launched me on the journey into what I have come to feel is my authentic adult life. The idea of living in the moment is not new, of course, but the piece of paper that I carried home from Atlanta and hung above my desk was the inspiration I needed to begin to turn an idea into a way of life. Those simple words seemed to hold out to me a practice, a way of being, that was worth striving for. I didn’t want to learn this lesson as a result of ten years of cancer and a few brushes with mortality, as Olive Ann had done—I wanted to learn it now, to be aware of life’s beauty even before fate threatened to take it away.


Ours is a society that places high value on achievement and acquisition. The subtle rewards of contemplation, quiet, and deep connection with another human being are held in low esteem, if they are recognized at all. As a result, mothers are constantly pulled in two directions: Can we negotiate the demands of our careers and the world at large, and meet our own emotional and physical needs—not to mention those of our children—at the same time? Can we keep our sights on what is important in any given moment? Do we know how to shut the door, stop the noise, and tune in to our own inner lives?
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We all have fallen victim at one time or another to the relentless cycle of our children’s playdates and after-school lessons, to the push for their academic and athletic accomplishments, and to their endless desires for the latest toy, video game, or designer sneakers. The adage of our age seems to be “Get more out of life!” And we do our best to obey. Grab a snack, round up the kids, and we’re out the door—to do, or buy, or learn something more.


But in our efforts to make each moment “count,” we seem to have lost the knack of appreciating the ordinary. We provide our children with so much that the extraordinary isn’t special anymore, and the subtle rhythms of daily life elude us altogether. We do too much and savor too little. We mistake activity for happiness, and so we stuff our children’s days with activities, and their heads with information, when we ought to be feeding their souls instead. I know a mother who came upon her two-year-old sitting alone, lost in a daydream, and worried that he was “wasting time.”


Over the years, I have learned to quit speeding through life, but it is a lesson I must take up and learn again every day, for the world conspires to keep us all moving fast. I have found that it is much easier for me to stay busy than to make a commitment to empty time—not surprising, perhaps, in a culture that seems to equate being busy with being alive. Yet if we don’t attend to life’s small rituals, if we can’t find time to savor “dailiness,” then we really are impoverished. Our agendas starve our souls.


Like all mothers, I harbor dreams for my children, and sometimes I fall under the spell of my own aspirations for them. We want our children to do well! But when I stop and think about what I truly want for them, I know that it is not material wealth or academic brilliance or athletic prowess. My deeper hope is that each of my sons will be able to see the sacred in the ordinary; that they, too, will grow up knowing how to “love the dailiness.” So, for their sakes as well as my own, I remind myself to slow down and enjoy the day’s doings. The daily rhythms of life, the humble household rituals, the nourishment I provide—these are my offerings to my children, given with love and gratefully received.


When I stop speeding through life, I find the joy in each day’s doings, in the life that cannot be bought, but only discovered, created, savored, and lived.





MORNING
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USUALLY HENRY IS first, slipping silently into our bed before first light, sometimes even falling back to sleep nestled into the curve of his father’s back. Before long, Jack pads in. Hugging his pillow, still half-asleep, he trusts that he will find his way right into my arms, be lifted up, settled, and wrapped in hugs and goose down. Soon the furnace shudders to life. By the time I touch toes to floor, the room will be warm; the house is getting ready for us. Outside the window at the foot of the bed, the first pale washes of color seep across the sky. Here is a moment of stillness, still wrapped in dreams, before the day ahead begins to take shape in my mind—appointments to keep, plans for my work, the children’s schedules, and, too, my own aspirations for this day.


In the end, it is not children but crows who really bring me to my senses. They jeer and clamor over their dawn breakfasts like a bunch of rowdy construction workers jazzed up on too much coffee. And then the first words of the morning are spoken. Who can ever remember, later, what they were? (Today, Jack: “Well, now it’s only nineteen more days until my birthday!”) Whether they are memorable or mundane, spontaneous or considered, the words that break night’s silent spell are nevertheless the beginning of something new, another day in the life of our family. Perhaps it is a beginning we take for granted, or don’t even recognize as such. Some mornings we all leap from the bed, already late, our thoughts rushing ahead to the world beyond our own front door.


But I cheat myself if I fail to give the morning its due. For these first waking minutes can affect the quality of the entire day, determining the way things will go for each one of us. It is a tender time. Our souls, returning from their mysterious sojourns of the night, must now become grounded once again in the here and now and the concerns of the day. If I am conscious enough to honor this process—greeting my husband and children with hugs and kisses and gentle words—then each one of us may actually experience the sense of renewal that each day offers. The mistakes of yesterday are forgiven, regrets put aside. Here, in the day’s first hushed moments, our family can come together again in loving spirit, rested and refreshed.


Before my husband and I had children, the early morning was a time for the two of us to wrap our arms around each other and talk with an intimacy and honesty that didn’t seem possible at any other time. During those first vulnerable moments after waking, we could share our fears, open our hearts, laugh, and dream together. With the arrival of our first baby, though, mornings suddenly began in darkness, before either of us was quite ready, so we began bringing our early riser into bed with us, in hopes of finding a few more minutes of sleep. Now, nearly ten years later, there are four of us in bed each morning, a tangle of arms and legs, hands and feet, warm bodies and waking hearts.


Someday our boys will decide that they have grown too old to climb into bed with Mom and Dad for cuddles before the work of the day begins. Till then, though, I will cherish this morning ritual, our small universe of four, the sweet comfort of embrace.


Last fall, at a friend’s lakeside cabin, we rolled out of sleeping bags and crept outside, one by one, at sunrise. In fact, the outhouse was our dawn destination. But the sight of the morning mist, rising off the water in golden tendrils, caught each of us. There, for a silent, grateful moment, I stood with my husband and my children, shivering with cold, and greeted the day. At home, of course, nature calls and we need venture only as far as the indoor plumbing requires. Yet we can still pause long enough to gaze at the new world before our eyes and to give thanks for the day we have been given. Then, in a blink, we are scattered—by a fit of the giggles or the day’s first sibling battle; by the clatter of breakfast dishes and the general commotion that ensues as everyone gets up and out the door. But at least, as we set forth, we each carry within us the day’s first gift, a quiet, holy moment born of love.


Greeting the day, we welcome each other back into the world.
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PEACE
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IT IS SUNDAY afternoon. Jack is curled up in the crook of my arm, having decided to finger-knit a whole ball of yarn while I crochet mitten strings for all of our surviving pairs. We have been quiet, absorbed in our work, for quite some time when he asks, “This is peace, isn’t it?” I agree that it is indeed. “I love this peace,” he says.


So often we bemoan our children’s hyperactivity and short fuses. But what kind of example do we set for them as we race from here to there ourselves, trying to accomplish more, have more, experience more, in the course of a day? My rambunctious five-year-old actually craves stillness, embraces it gratefully, whenever I stop long enough to create it with him.


As the mother of two lively boys, I am forever seeking a balance in our family life between activity and stillness, sound and silence, society and solitude. For now, I still have a measure of control over the tenor of my children’s days, but as the actual amount of time we spend alone together inevitably shrinks, maintaining this balance becomes even more important—and more challenging. Certainly there can be a very wide gap between my vision of harmonious family life and the day-to-day reality. Many days we simply throw a handful of balls up in the air and start juggling: work, school, music lessons, swimming lessons, volunteer work, playdates for the kids and social obligations for Mom and Dad, school meetings, housework, homework… The list goes on.


Most of the mothers I know are performing some variation on this theme. That we are also efficiency experts almost goes without saying. How else could we meet our deadlines, care for our children, make time for our partners, and put dinner on the table every night?


Yet most of us also yearn for a quality in our lives that has nothing to do with these accomplishments. It might be a desire for grace or spaciousness, for a sense of deeper connection with the universe, or simply, as Jack said, for peace. It is a quality that we know to be essential in our children’s lives—and yet is all too often missing from our own.


We do live on the run so much of the time, in too great a hurry to shape and enjoy the kinds of meaningful interactions that define a family’s life and nurture each of its members. Only by slowing down do we make time for one another. Only by stopping long enough to observe our surroundings can we bring form and meaning to our lives and make the small adjustments needed to stay on course.


Our children need this kind of pause, too. Regular rest for the spirit is as necessary for their healthy growth as sleep, fresh air, and good food. And just as our children depend on us for three meals a day, they also need us to prepare peaceful spaces for them in the midst of this busy world.


When we create a haven of serenity—be it in a quiet room, by means of a simple ritual, or even in the space of a fleeting moment—we make room for spirit. I do not want my children to experience their lives as a dash from one thing to the next. I do not want them to be bombarded with noise, information, and media messages, to be pulled along on a current of activity and stimulation. They need time to stop and exhale, time to feel centered, safe, and whole.
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