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 “If ever there is a tomorrow when we’re not together, there is something you must always remember: You are braver than you believe, stronger than you seem, and smarter than you think. But the most important thing is, even if we’re apart, I’ll always be with you.”

—Winnie the Pooh





Introduction

Family. Faith. Freedom. I took these three wonderful gifts for granted until they were all endangered by a tragic and incredible convergence of events at the turn of the century. In 2000, my husband, Governor Mel Carnahan, and Senator John Ashcroft were locked in an epic battle for the U. S. Senate seat in Missouri. Within three weeks of the general election, the plane carrying my husband, my oldest son, and a long-time staffer crashed into a wooded hillside near St. Louis. All three were killed instantly. When my husband was elected posthumously, I took his place in the U. S. Senate during one of the most troubled times in our nation’s history.

More misfortune was to come eleven months later. My farmhouse, which I had called home for twenty-seven years, was struck by lightning and burned. Two days after that, as I sorted through the rubble, I received word that our country had been attacked by terrorists. Pieces of the airplane that struck the Pentagon had floated down onto my car parked in Pentagon City.

After the 9/11 attacks, Capitol Hill was more like Bunker Hill as we geared up for whatever might come next. Like every other senator, I now had a government-issued gas mask in my desk drawer, and I knew the “secret” place to assemble should we be forced to evacuate the Capitol quickly.

During the weeks following the anthrax mailings to my Senate office building, I found out more about chemical and biological agents than I wanted to know. When we were displaced during the two-month clean up, it took a heap of patience and a touch of humor to operate an office scattered over three locations. The heightened security, the bomb scares, and the evacuations added yet another layer of anxiety on top of the hectic senatorial and campaign schedules. In the midst of all the chaos, my own sadness melded with that of our nation.

I was taught to believe that all our wounds and woes come with blessings attached; that uncovering the blessing is part of the healing. In my search, I found solace in some enduring and irrefutable truths, such as the old Cornish proverb I use as the title of this book. I adopt other truths for chapter titles, as I reflect on such topics as childhood, tradition, values, memories, encouragement, loss, forgiveness, faith, language, doubt, marriage, change, aging, liberty, questioning, family secrets, grief, optimism, patience, poverty, patriotism, and the future.

Writing these homilies has been an extraordinary, heartwarming adventure. Oftentimes my thoughts bubbled up like spring water and spilled onto the page amid falling tears. Other times my impish Muse would come up with a sentence of Shakespearean quality when, unfortunately, I was in the checkout line at the supermarket or drifting into the twilight zone late at night.

There’s something about soaking in a steamy, hot bath that causes words to ooze from my pores. I keep a pencil near, but too often no paper. I have discovered that the Italian tiles surrounding my tub make a perfect “chalk board” for a phrase I want to preserve. The words of the prophets may be written on the subway wall, but mine are scrawled on the bathroom wall. I try to transcribe them before the cleaning woman arrives. She and Mr. Clean once removed my outline for an entire chapter with a single stroke.

Still, I was not to be deterred. Samuel Johnson said, “A man will turn over half a library to make a book.” I contend that a woman will turn over a whole library, scour a hard drive, and unsettle a household, or two, in order to write a book.

Writing about family caused such intense reverie that I was frequently sidetracked by urges to hunt down lost relatives, label old photos, or force my grandkids to listen to tales of my youth. When I wrote of faith, I voiced the enduring beliefs that have sustained me during times of disaster and heartbreak. The chapters on freedom allowed me to do a little flag waving, which is permitted to those in my age bracket. I questioned our leaders, expressed my political allegiance to the Democratic Party, and relived those years during World War II when patriotism was our common virtue.

When books are written, the blame must be placed somewhere. That’s where children come in handy. I place the blame for my writing this book squarely on my family. After I finished my autobiography Don’t Let the Fire Go Out, published in 2004, they urged me to write more. Perhaps that was to help me endure my knee and hip surgeries and to overcome the other indignities of aging.

I wish I could tell you that I’m an expert in something, but I am not. Over the past seventy-five years, I have been a mother, politician’s wife, First Lady, U. S. Senator, avid reader, writer, blogger, speaker, and traveler. I speak but one language and muddle through a couple of others, as needed. I am a wellspring of trivia and random verse, a generalist, adhering to Blaise Pascal’s notion that “since we cannot know all there is to be known about anything, we ought to know a little about everything.” In that spirit, I reminisce, I hope, I encourage, I dream, I discover, I laugh, I question, I advise and . . . most of all, I believe.

For those of you looking at the title of this book and thinking you were buying a treatise on oceanography, my apologies. This book is about certainty—where to find it and how to enjoy it.



 Jean Carnahan 
St. Louis, Missouri 
2009





Foreword

My mother was “cursed”—as she puts it—with the creative gene in the family. She bubbles with ideas, loves to play with words, and amuses family and audiences with her self-effacing humor and storytelling. I often call her when I need an illustration to make a point, knowing that she has a fifty-year collection of anecdotes, opening lines, and jokes.

When I’m lucky, she’ll e-mail me an assortment to chose from; other times she replies, “Sorry, the well’s dry, but I’ll keep digging.”

When I first ran for public office, she told me the secret of giving a good speech. “Follow the advice of Liz Carpenter and you’ll never go wrong,” she said.

“You mean Aunt Lizzy Carpenter?” I asked, knowing that I had a great-aunt by that name.

“No, I mean the Liz Carpenter who was the press secretary for Lady Bird Johnson and an extremely witty woman. Liz said, ‘Put the laugh at the beginning, the meat in the middle, and raise the flag at the end.’”

Good advice. I’ve watched Mom do that time and again, though she mostly attributes her ability to move audiences (and readers) to having observed so many preachers from the pew of a Baptist church when she was a child. But my grandfather shared the knack for storytelling, too, knowing intuitively how to deliver a punch line with maximum impact.

When I first read this manuscript, I found my mother’s words had a delightful familiarity. I’ve heard her tell the stories; I’ve witnessed many of the events she describes and shared the feelings that she unveils.

I also found assurance in the title she chose: The Tide Always Comes Back. Life is like the returning tide, its tow pulling us farther into the deep than we wish to go, delivering us onto “undreamed shores.” I can see why my mother is so attracted to the tide; it is a symbol of struggle, endurance, and renewal. The tide never gives up—nor does she.



 Robin Carnahan 
Missouri Secretary of State 
2009





Family


Families are like old quilts. Although they tend to unravel at times, each can be stitched back together with love.

—Unknown
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Change Is Gonna Come

Change comes like a little wind that ruffles the curtains at dawn and it comes like the stealthy perfume of wildflowers hidden in the grass.

—John Steinbeck




 It’s been said that the only people who like change are busy cashiers and wet babies. Yet change is occurring all around—and within—us, whether we like it or not. Change is unfair, inconvenient, and inevitable. Like ambient light, it comes at us from all directions. As Steinbeck implies in the earlier quotation, change can be a sneaky rascal coming out of nowhere, slowly engulfing us; sometimes tripping us up.

In preparation for whatever might come, I try to remain nimble of mind and body. Recently, I made a preemptive strike on some old habits long in need of correction. It is good to make changes of our choosing, knowing there’ll be a God’s plenty of those we don’t choose. Uprooting my old ways was not meant to be a spiritual venture—though it has that potential. I just wanted to get rid of some things that no longer worked for me.

I undertook the task with Spartan resolve, knowing that any attempt to mend my ways would not be easy. Here’s what I did:

I no longer keep the plastic bag of extra buttons that come attached to a newly purchased garment. I reclaimed an entire dresser drawer when I bravely trashed my decades-old collection.

I got rid of scented candles, too, keeping only one formed from a lovely pressed glass jar, a gift from my departed friend, Sonia. Like our long friendship, it has many facets.

I quit giving advice to my kids, not because they don’t need it, but because it makes me feel senile when they smile pleasantly, pat me on the hand, and say, “Thank you for sharing that with me.” From now on, I will concentrate on my grandkids. They have never lived with me or been exposed to my many faults and thus find me incredibly loveable.

I no longer taunt myself with the clothes in the back of my closet that will never fit again. As Popeye often said, “I yam what I yam.” Well, I yam never going to be a size 10 again.

I quit feeling bad about unfiled recipes, unsorted photographs, and an untidy hard drive. I am able to find most things most of the time or at least, some things some of the time.

I no longer feel bad for not watching all the Netflix movies that I excitedly picked out six months ago, including the documentary on the history of the oil industry.

I am no longer bothered by towels and wash cloths that don’t match. Same for pots, dishes, and glassware.

I’m not polishing silver anymore. Anything that requires more care and cleaning than the family pet goes to the attic or up on eBay.

I’m discarding my moderate but irrational fear of long elevator rides. I was only stuck once in my life, in Rome, in an overloaded cage elevator. I am thinking about taking up a new fear that holds more promise of occurring, like a fear of more losses in my 401 (k) account.

I got rid of all my magazines that are over a year old and began giving away books, since the shelves, night tables, and corners of my rooms reached capacity and my walk space was narrowing.

I feel relief at having extracted some of the clutter and triviality from my life. They’re small steps, but I feel better already.


Embracers Versus Resistors

While we can make personal changes at our leisure, technological change is less under our control. When it comes to innovation, we are either Embracers or Resistors. (You might include the Tolerators, but they’re a wishy-washy group, so I will let them be.) Embracers don’t wait for life or technology to overtake them. They stay out front ready to welcome new methods, new people, and new experiences—everything from hi-tech gadgetry to stray dogs. These people are excited by life and expectations of the future. They want to know more, see more, be more.

Resistors are cautious, risk-averse, and slow to adapt. They find change discomforting. While the Embracers are thinking things could get better; the Resistors are fearful that things could get worse. If life were a fast-moving locomotive, they are the throttle throwers, seeing danger around every curve. Embracers, on the other hand, are fueling the engine to create the power to take on the next hill. Historically, Resistors have met with only limited success, but they continue to put up a valiant struggle to slow things down.

It’s hard to imagine that there was once strong resistance to some of the conveniences we have come to accept. When the dial telephone was first introduced by the Bell System in the 1920s, people didn’t like having to place phone calls themselves without the assistance of an operator. Ma Bell had to engage in a massive public relations program to persuade users that rotary dialing was superior to dealing with a switchboard operator. Not everyone was convinced. One U. S. Senator was so distraught by the new system that he introduced a bill calling for the removal of dial phones from congressional offices. Finally, a compromise was reached that allowed lawmakers to choose which device they preferred.




The Speed of Change

Even those who are excited by innovation find it hard to keep up with the pace of change. Until the 20th century, humanity was fairly sluggish in its development. When you compare our progress during that century with previous eras, you can see how busy we’ve been.

Human beings have been on this planet for some eight hundred generations. We’ve had recorded history during the last seventy; the printed page only during the last six. In the past two generations, we developed the electric motor, light bulb, automobile, and radio. During my lifetime, innovation has skyrocketed, bringing us such marvels as radar, television, penicillin, jet planes, satellites, microwaves, heart pacemakers, nuclear power, the computer, and the Internet—to name a few. There have been greater breakthroughs in the last one hundred years than in all of the previous history of mankind.

The pace is not likely to slacken. Nor will today’s knowledge be adequate for tomorrow. As futurist Alvin Toffler warned, we must be willing “to learn, unlearn, and relearn.” Those who adapt to this new paradigm will thrive; those who don’t will fall behind. That’s the way it’s always been.




A Peek into the Future

My first look at the future came with a trip to New York for the 1939- 1940 World’s Fair. In those halcyon pre-war days, my parents were awed by futuristic transportation, the first television, and punched cards on which data could be sorted and read. At age seven, my regret was missing an earlier appearance of Superman, the idol of every American kid.

Twenty-five years later, I visited another World’s Fair, again in New York. This time, I stood in line to view an intriguing new contraption. Fairgoers were allowed to test one of its many capabilities. By typing in your birth date, it would display your exact age to the day.

The man in front of me was skeptical. He decided to outwit the device by giving less information than requested. Attempting to defy technology, he entered only the last two digits of his birth year. With a smirk on his face, he folded his arms, rocked back on his heels, and waited defiantly. His wife gasped and covered her mouth with her hand. Then she tugged at his arm, as if expecting some form of retribution to come upon them if they stood too near.

But, the machine sounded no alarm. No smoke belched from its innards. The clever invention simply flashed his age upon the screen calculated to the year (rather than the day) and bid him a courteous, “Thank you for coming to the fair.”

After that, those in line stood respectfully silent, taking their turn watching the mechanical wizard answer correctly every time. None of us had any idea what a transforming effect this entertaining novelty would someday have upon our lives.

“How much does it cost?” I inquired.

“Twenty thousand dollars,” someone said.

Well, there won’t be many around at those prices, I thought to myself.

An elderly lady in line turned to her husband and asked, “What do they call this thing?”

“I believe they call it a computer,” he replied cautiously.

“Com-pew-ter,” she said, pronouncing the word slowly. “I’ll have to remember that.”

At the time, giant main frame computers were housed in airconditioned rooms and tended by technicians in white lab coats. In 1943, IBM chair Thomas Watson predicted “a world market for maybe five computers.” A 1949 Mechanics Illustrated article predicted that the size of a computer would likely be kept to 1.5 tons. By the late 1970s, Ken Olson, president of Digital Equipment assured us there was “no reason for individuals to have computers in their homes.”

By the 1980s, all that had changed. The personal computer was taking its place on desktops in offices and homes around the world. Not to be left behind—technologically, at least—I signed up for my first computer class, one offered in the evening at the local university. It took half the class period for the students to get on the same page, so to speak. Just getting our floppy disks programmed and the computers booted was a major task. We learned the hard way to “save early and save often.”

Our professor assured us that should we want to purchase a personal computer, we would never need more than twenty megabytes of hard drive space. That seemed a bit excessive, but being a professor, we figured he was also a visionary. Today we measure our home computing capacity in gigabytes, or more, and look to new digital possibilities never dreamed of, either by my professor or the skeptic at the Fair.

It is a quantum leap from spitting out birth date information to fixing microchips of information inside humans. I read that a microchip implanted behind the ear might someday improve our memories. What a relief for those of us who go through mental gymnastics just to keep up with our eyeglasses! With such technology, we could at last call up longforgotten Shakespearean quotes or the location of the car keys.

Better yet, the hidden chip could prompt public speakers, making it unnecessary to rely on notes. You could throw away your business cards because your personal microchip would scan faces and record names. How wonderful! Never again would you have to say, “I know your face, but I can’t put a name with it.”

We can see change as a challenge to the status quo, a threat to our beliefs, relationships, and routines. Or we can embrace innovation and explore its opportunities.




Sudden and Devastating Change

Not all change is technological; some is all too personal. Life-jarring events start with phrases like: There has been an accident . . . Your test shows a lump . . . I’m moving out . . . Your wife is fine, but the baby has . . . Mom, we need to talk . . . I know you’ve been with us for twenty years, but . . .

Psychologists tell us that when we experience any one of the following traumas within a given year, we have the potential for deep emotional stress and upheaval.


	The death, divorce, or separation of a spouse

	The loss of a child or close relative

	The loss of a job or the change of a job

	A move to another city

	The loss of a home because of finances or destruction

	A disabling injury or illness

	Major surgery

	A radical change in your financial situation

	Loss of a close friend

	Retirement



Now, as I read the list, I think of those months following the plane crash when my life seemed shattered beyond repair by some of those very events. I was immediately thrust into a position of deciding if I would take the seat in the U. S. Senate should my husband be elected posthumously.

As I pondered my decision, I felt like the swim mom, who year after year had cheered on her kids at their practice sessions and swim contests. One day she found herself standing on the end of the diving board, having to decide if she would take her own advice and make the plunge. It’s lonely at the end of the diving board. The chances of doing a belly flop instead of a swan dive are too great. Like the swim mom, my alternative to diving was to turn back and walk down the ladder, unwilling to test myself or the things I believed to be true. Had I refused, I would have regretted it all my life.

Going to Washington moved me from one shaky and uncertain world into another. The two-year period that framed the 107th Congress in which I served was called “A Time Like No Other.” Floor leader Tom Daschle wrote a book by that title, describing the historic session that included a disputed presidential election, the 9/11 terrorist attacks, the decision to go to war in Iraq, and the anthrax mailings.

While serving in the U. S. Senate, I regularly maintained a ten- to twelve-hour work day that included traveling and speaking on weekends. Such a rigorous schedule allowed no time to feel sorry for myself. My personal sorrow was overshadowed by our nation’s peril. “I look back and wonder how I got over,” the old spiritual declares. I have those feelings as I write these words.

I know now that we must be willing to bear our grief like an ancient traveler assigned to carry a heavy burden for reasons he knows not. He is unaware that there is a tiny hole in the sack and the sand within is slowly trickling out with each step of his journey. At first, it is all he can do to heave the cumbersome load. But as he shoulders the burden each day, the weight lessens.

Eventually, he can stand straight and walk more easily, his eyes no longer cast downward. In time, he gains the assurance and strength of one who has traveled the road and is ready to help others struggling with similar burdens.

Grief, sorrow, and despair are common to each of us in some measure. But, like the night, our despondency is not meant to be permanent. Events can shatter our understanding, but gradually a new day comes, replacing the old with light and hope. Each deliberate step, each decision, each forced smile helps turn back the darkness and hastens the dawn.

The Psalmist wrote, “Weeping may endure the night, but joy comes in the morning.” This is more than the recognition that time heals. Joy goes further; it overpowers heartache and despair. In time, peace settles over the heart like a warm blanket comforting the soul. We are renewed.




Letting Loose

From time to time, life forces us to let go of something we prize or someone we cherish. We discover that anything we can hold in our hand can be lost; only what we hold in our hearts endures. It is a hard lesson.

As I try to adjust to a body, a family, and a world in transition, I think of the Serenity Prayer offered years ago by theologian Reinhold Niebuhr. Its simple but vital message has become the inspiration for songwriters and self-help groups worldwide. “God, give us grace to accept with serenity the things that cannot be changed, the courage to change the things that should be changed, and the wisdom to distinguish the one from the other.”

Change is natural and necessary, but it need not be unnerving. “If nothing ever changed, there’d be no butterflies.”
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