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Prologue—jkz




First child off at college freshman year, arrives home 1:30 A.M. for Thanksgiving, driven by a friend. When he had called earlier to say he would not make it home for dinner as we had hoped, we were all disappointed, and for a few moments there had been more than a slight current of annoyance in me. We leave the door unlocked, as arranged, having told him to wake us when he arrives. No need. We hear him come in. The energy is young, vital, spilling over even in his attempts to be quiet. He comes upstairs. We call to him, whispering, so as not to wake his sisters. He comes into our darkened room. We hug. My side of the bed is closer to him than Myla’s. He lies down across my chest, backwards kind of, extends himself, and embraces us both with his arms, but even more with his being. He is happy to be home. He lies here, draped over my body sideways, as if it were the most natural thing in the world. Any trace of annoyance at the lateness of the hour and disappointment about him not making it by dinnertime evaporate instantly.

I feel happiness radiating from him. There is nothing overexuberant or manic here. His energy is joyful, content, calm, playful. It feels like old friends reunited, and beyond that, familial celebration. He is at home now, here in our darkened room. He belongs. The bond is palpable among the three of us. A feeling of joy fills my chest and is joined by a series of images of my life with him, captured in the fullness of this moment. This huge nineteen-year-old, lying across me, who I held in my arms as much as possible until he could and would wriggle out and run in the world, now with his scruffy beard and powerful muscles, is my son. I am his father. Myla is his mother. We know this wordlessly, bathing in our different happinesses that unite as we lie here.

After a while he leaves us to watch a movie. He has too much energy to sleep. We try to go back to sleep, but we can’t. We toss for hours in a daze of sleepless exhaustion. It crosses my mind to go into his room to spend more time with him, but I don’t. There is nothing to chase after here, not him, not even needed sleep. The depths of our contentedness finally hold sway, and we sleep some. I am gone to work in the morning long before he wakes up. My whole day is suffused with knowing that I will see him when I get home.

 

Such moments, when they are not subverted by us, as I could easily have done in my initial annoyance, and when they are not passed over entirely unnoticed, as we do with so many of our moments, are part of the blessing and the bliss of parenting. Are they special? Is it just at the moment of arrival, the first time home from college, or at the birth of a child, or the first word or the first step, that we taste such deep connection and its blessing, or do such moments occur more frequently than we suspect? Might they not be abundant rather than rare, available to us virtually in any moment, even the more difficult ones, if we stay attuned both to our children and to this moment?

In my experience, such moments are abundant. But I find that they too easily go by unnoticed and unappreciated unless I make an effort to see them and capture them in awareness. I find I have to continually work at it because my mind is so easily veiled from the fullness of any moment by so many other things.

As I see it, all parents, regardless of the ages of our children at any point in time, are on an arduous journey, an odyssey of sorts, whether we know it or not, and whether we like it or not. The journey, of course, is nothing other than life itself, with all its twists and turns, its ups and its downs. How we see and hold the full range of our experience in our minds and in our hearts makes an enormous difference in the quality of this journey we are on, and what it means to us. It can influence where we go, what happens, what we learn, and how we feel along the way.

A fully lived adventure requires a particular kind of commitment and presence, an attention that to me feels exquisitely tenacious, yet also gentle, receptive. Often the journey itself teaches us to pay attention, wakes us up. Sometimes those teachings emerge in painful or terrifying ways that we would never have chosen. As I see it, the challenge of being a parent is to live our moments as fully as possible, charting our own course as best we can, above all, nourishing our children, and in the process, growing ourselves. Our children and the journey itself provide us with endless opportunities in this regard.

This is clearly a life’s work, and it is for life that we undertake it. As we all know down to our very bones, there is no question about doing a perfect job, or always “getting it right.” It seems more a quest than a question of anything. “Perfect” is simply not relevant, whatever that would mean in regard to parenting. What is important is that we be authentic, and that we honor our children and ourselves as best we can, and that our intention be to, at the very least, do no harm.

To me, it feels like the work is all in the attending, in the quality of the attention I bring to each moment, and in my commitment to live and to parent as consciously as possible. We know that unconsciousness in one or both parents, especially when it manifests in rigid and unwavering opinions, self-centeredness, and lack of presence and attention, invariably leads to sorrow in the children. These traits are often symptoms of underlying sorrow in the parents as well, although they may never be seen as such without a deep experience of awakening.

Maybe each one of us, in our own unique ways, might honor Rilke’s insight that there are always infinite distances between even the closest human beings. If we truly understand and accept that, terrifying as it sometimes feels, perhaps we can choose to live in such a way that we can experience in its fullness the “wonderful living side by side” that can grow up if we use and love the distance that lets us see the other whole against the sky.

I see this as our work as parents. To do it, we need to nurture, protect, and guide our children and bring them along until they are ready to walk their own paths. We also have to be whole ourselves, each his or her own person, with a life of our own, so that when they look at us, they will be able to see our wholeness against the sky.

This is not always so easy. Mindful parenting is hard work. It means knowing ourselves inwardly, and working at the interface where our inner lives meet the lives of our children. It is particularly hard work in this era, when the culture is intruding more and more into our homes and into our children’s lives in so many new ways.

One reason I practice meditation is to maintain my own balance and clarity of mind in the face of such huge challenges, and to be able to stay more or less on course through all the weather changes that, as a parent, I encounter day in and day out on this journey. Making time each day, usually early in the morning, for a period of quiet stillness, helps me to be calmer and more balanced, to see more clearly and more broadly, to be more consistently aware of what is really important, and over and over again to make the choice to live by that awareness.


For me, mindfulness—cultivated in periods of stillness and during the day in the various things I find myself doing—hones an attentive sensitivity to the present moment that helps me keep my heart at least a tiny bit more open and my mind at least a tiny bit clear, so that I have a chance to see my children for who they are, to remember to give them what it is they most need from me, and to make plenty of room for them to find their own ways to be in the world.

But the fact that I practice meditation doesn’t mean that I am always calm or kind or gentle, or always present. There are many times when I am not. It doesn’t mean that I always know what to do and never feel confused or at a loss. But being even a little more mindful helps me to see things I might not have seen and take small but important, sometimes critical steps I might not otherwise have taken.

Following a workshop in which I read the opening passage of this prologue (still in manuscript form) I received a letter from a man in his sixties, who wrote saying:


“I want to thank you for a special gift you gave me on that day…. It was when you read us the account of your son’s homecoming for Thanksgiving. It touched me very deeply, particularly when you described how he enveloped you with his being, or words to that effect, when he lay down across your chest on the bed. Since then, I have experienced the first genuinely loving feelings towards my own son that I have felt for a long, long time. I don’t know what has happened exactly, but it is as if up to now I needed another kind of son to love, and now I don’t anymore.”



It may be that the feeling of needing another kind of child to love visits all of us as parents from time to time, when things feel particularly bad or hopeless. Sometimes, that feeling can, if unexamined, turn from a short-lived impulse into a steady current of disappointment, and a yearning for something we think we don’t have. But if we look again, as this father did, we may find that, after all, we can know and love well the children who are ours to love.








Prologue—mkz




The fiercely protective love I feel for my children has propelled me to do the inner work we call mindful parenting. This inner work has yielded unexpected gifts and pleasures. It has helped me to see my children more clearly, as they are, without the veils of my own fears, expectations, and needs, and to see what is truly called for in each moment. Parenting mindfully helps me to see myself as well, and gives me a way to work with the difficult moments and the automatic reactions that arise so easily in me at such times, reactions that are often limiting, harsh, or destructive to my children’s well-being.

Although I have never had a formal meditation practice, I have always needed some time and space for non-doing, for being still, in silence. This was especially hard to find when my children were little. Moments of solitude and inner reflection would come as I lay in bed in the morning, awake but unwilling to move, aware of the images from my dreams, sometimes clear, sometimes elusive, receptive to whatever thoughts visited me in that place somewhere between wakefulness and sleep.

This was my inner, self-nourishing meditation. It brought some balance to my outer meditations—the ongoing, moment-to-moment awareness, tuning, responding, holding, and letting go that my children needed from me.


Meditative moments have come in many forms: sitting up in the middle of the night nursing my newborn, soaking in the peace and quiet, feeding her as I am being fed by the sweetness of her being; or walking with a crying baby, finding ways to soothe and comfort, chanting, singing, rocking, as I work with my own tiredness; or looking into the face of an unhappy, angry teenager, trying to discern the cause and intuit what is needed.

Mindfulness is about paying attention, and paying attention takes energy and concentration. Every moment brings something different and may require something different from me. Sometimes I am blessed with understanding. Other times, I am at a loss, confused, off balance, not really knowing, but trying to respond instinctively, creatively, to whatever is presented to me. There are deeply satisfying moments of pure bliss, when a child is thriving and glowing with a sense of well-being. There are plenty of difficult, frustrating, painful moments, when nothing I do is right, and sometimes very wrong. I’ve found it especially hard to see clearly with older children. The issues are much more complex and the answers rarely simple.

But what I have come to see is that each time I feel I have lost my way as a parent, when I find myself in a dark wood, the ground rough and uneven, the terrain unfamiliar, the air chilled, there is often something to be found in my pocket when I finally find my way back. I have to remember to stop, to breathe, to reach in, and look closely at what it is.

Each difficult moment has the potential to open my eyes and open my heart. Each time I come to understand something about one of my children, I also learn something about myself and the child that I once was, and that knowledge acts as a guide for me. When I am able to empathize and feel compassion for a child’s pain, when I am accepting of the contrary, irritating, exasperating behaviors that my children can manifest, try on, experiment with—the healing power of unconditional love heals me as it nourishes them. As they grow, I grow. My transformations are inside.

Rather than being a disadvantage, my sensitivity has become an ally. Over the years, I have learned to use my intuition, my senses, my emotional antennae to try to see into the heart of whatever I am faced with. An essential part of this is attempting to see things from my child’s point of view. I have found this inner work to be very powerful. Each time I choose to be kind instead of cruel, to understand rather than judge, to accept rather than reject, my children, no matter what their ages, are nourished and grow stronger.

This kind of parenting is trust-building. I work hard to maintain that trust and the underlying feelings of connectedness that have been built over many years of hard emotional and physical work. Moments of carelessness or the unconscious surfacing of old destructive patterns are betrayals of my children’s trust, and I have had to consciously work to rebuild and strengthen our relationship after such moments.

For twenty-one years I have tried to bring some awareness to my moment-to-moment experiences as a parent: observing, questioning, looking at what I most value and what I think is most important for my children. Although there are myriad aspects of parenting that are not touched on in this book, it is my hope that in describing this inner process to you, we can evoke the richness of experience and potential for growth and change that reside in mindful parenting.









PART ONE

The Danger and the Promise
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The Challenge of Parenting




Parenting is one of the most challenging, demanding, and stressful jobs on the planet. It is also one of the most important, for how it is done influences in great measure the heart and soul and consciousness of the next generation, their experience of meaning and connection, their repertoire of life skills, and their deepest feelings about themselves and their possible place in a rapidly changing world. Yet those of us who become parents do so virtually without preparation or training, with little or no guidance or support, and in a world that values producing far more than nurturing, doing far more than being.

The best manuals on parenting can sometimes serve as useful references, giving us new ways of seeing situations, and reassuring us, especially in the early years of parenting, or when we are dealing with special problems, that there are various ways to handle things and that we are not alone.

But what these books often do not address is the inner experience of parenting. What do we do with our own mind, for instance? How do we avoid getting swallowed up and overwhelmed by our doubts, our insecurities, by the real problems we face in our lives, by the times when we feel inwardly in conflict, and the times when we are in conflict with others, including our children? Nor do they indicate how we might develop greater sensitivity and appreciation for our children’s inner experience.

To parent consciously requires that we engage in an inner work on ourselves as well as in the outer work of nurturing and caring for our children. The “how-to” advice that we can draw upon from books to help us with the outer work has to be complemented by an inner authority that we can only cultivate within ourselves through our own experience. Such inner authority only develops when we realize that, in spite of all of the things that happen to us that are outside of our control, through our choices in response to such events and through what we initiate ourselves, we are still, in large measure, “authoring” our own lives. In the process, we find our own ways to be in this world, drawing on what is deepest and best and most creative in us. Realizing this, we may come to see the importance for our children and for ourselves of taking responsibility for the ways in which we live our lives and for the consequences of the choices we make.

Inner authority and authenticity can be developed to an extraordinary degree if we do that inner work. Our authenticity and our wisdom grow when we purposely bring awareness to our own experience as it unfolds. Over time, we can learn to see more deeply into who our children are and what they need, and take the initiative in finding appropriate ways to nourish them and further their growth and development. We can also learn to interpret their many different, sometimes puzzling signals and to trust our ability to find a way to respond appropriately. Continual attention, examination, and thoughtfulness are essential even to know what we are facing as parents, much less how we might act effectively to help our children to grow in healthy ways.

Parenting is above all uniquely personal. Ultimately, it has to come from deep inside ourselves. Someone else’s way of doing things will never do. We each have to find a way that is our own, learning from all useful sources along the way. We have to learn to trust our own instincts and to nourish and refine them.

But in parenting, even what we thought and did yesterday that “worked out well” then, is not necessarily going to help today. We have to stay very much in the present moment to sense what might be required. And when our own inner resources are depleted, we have to have effective and healthy ways to replenish them, to restore ourselves, without it being at the expense of our children.

Becoming a parent may happen on purpose or by accident, but however it comes about, parenting itself is a calling. It calls us to recreate our world every day, to meet it freshly in every moment. Such a calling is in actuality nothing less than a rigorous spiritual discipline—a quest to realize our truest, deepest nature as a human being. The very fact that we are a parent is continually asking us to find and express what is most nourishing, most loving, most wise and caring in ourselves, to be, as much as we can, our best selves.

As with any spiritual discipline, the call to parent mindfully is filled with enormous promise and potential. At the same time, it also challenges us to do the inner work on ourselves to be fully adequate to the task, so that we can be fully engaged in this hero’s journey, this quest of a lifetime that is a human life lived.

People who choose to become parents take on this hardest of jobs for no salary, often unexpectedly, at a relatively young and inexperienced age, and often under conditions of economic strain and insecurity. Typically, the journey of parenting is embarked upon without a clear strategy or overarching view of the terrain, in much the same intuitive and optimistic way we approach many other aspects of life. We learn on the job, as we go. There is, in fact, no other way.

But to begin with, we may have no sense of how much parenting augurs a totally new set of demands and changes in our lives, requiring us to give up so much that is familiar and to take on so much that is unfamiliar. Perhaps this is just as well, since ultimately each child is unique and each situation different. We have to rely on our hearts, our deepest human instincts, and the things we carry from our own childhood, both positive and negative, to encounter the unknown territory of having and raising children.

And just as in life itself, when faced with a range of family, social, and cultural pressures to conform to frequently unstated and unconscious norms, and with all the inherent stresses of caring for children, as parents we often find ourselves, in spite of all our best intentions and our deep love for our children, running more or less on automatic pilot. To the extent that we are chronically preoccupied and invariably pressed for time, we may be out of touch with the richness, what Thoreau called the “bloom,” of the present moment. This moment may seem far too ordinary, routine, and fleeting to single out for attention. Living like this, it is easy to fall into a dreamy kind of automaticity as far as our parenting is concerned, believing that whatever we do will be okay as long as the basic love for our children and desire for their well-being is there. We can rationalize such a view by telling ourselves that children are resilient creatures and that the little things that happen to them are just that, little things that may have no effect on them at all. Children can take a lot, we tell ourselves.

But, as I (jkz) am reminded time and again when people recount their stories in the Stress Reduction Clinic and in mindfulness workshops and retreats around the country, for many people, childhood was a time of either frank or subtle betrayals, of one or both parents out of control to one degree or another, often raining down various combinations of unpredictable terror, violence, scorn, and meanness on their own children out of their own addictions, deep unhappiness, or ignorance. Sometimes, in the deepest of ironies, accompanying such terrible betrayals come protestations of parental love, making the situation even crazier and harder for the children to fathom. For others, there is the present pain of having been invisible, unknown, neglected, and unappreciated as children. And there is also the sense that, what with the rising stress on virtually all fronts in the society, and an accelerating sense of time urgency and insufficiency, things are strained to and often beyond the breaking point in families, and getting worse, not better, generation by generation.

A woman who attended a five-day mindfulness retreat said:


“I noticed this week as I was doing the meditation that I feel like I have pieces missing, that there are parts of me that I just can’t find when I become still and look underneath the surface of my mind. I’m not sure what it means but it’s kind of made me a little bit anxious. Maybe when I start to practice the meditation a little more regularly, maybe I’ll find out what is stopping me from being whole. But I really feel holes in my body or in my soul that keep me pushing mountains in front of myself everywhere I go. My husband says: ‘But why did you do that? There was a big opening here.’ And I just say: ‘I don’t know, but if there is a way to block it up, I will.’ I feel a little like a Swiss cheese. I have felt this from when I was small. I had some losses when I was small. I think parts of me were removed and taken from [me by] deaths and [by] other people; my sister died when I was young, and my parents went into a sort of depression, I think until they died. I think parts of me just got taken to feed them. I feel that. I was a very lively, young, go-getter when I was young, and I felt parts of me just being taken, and I can’t seem to be able to regain those parts now. Why can’t I be that way? What happened to me? Parts of me have gotten lost, and when I’m sitting here today, meditating, I realized that I’m looking for those parts and I don’t know where they are. I don’t know how to become whole until I find those parts that are gone. Now my whole family has died. They’ve taken all the parts and left, and I’m still here with the Swiss cheese.”



A chilling image, that parts of this woman were taken to feed her parents. But this happens, and the consequences to the children reverberate throughout their lives.

To compound matters, in the name of love, parents often cause deep hurt and harm to their children, as when they beat them to teach them lessons, saying things like, “This is for your own good,” “This hurts me more than it hurts you,” or, “I’m only doing this because I love you,” often the very words that were said to them as children when they were beaten by their parents, as was shown by the Swiss psychiatrist Alice Miller, in her seminal work. In the name of “love,” frequently unbridled rage, contempt, hatred, intolerance, neglect, and abuse rain down on children from parents who are unaware of or have ceased to care about the full import of their actions, and who would never treat friends or strangers in such a way. This happens across all social classes in our society.

In our view, an automatic, unexamined, lowest-common-denominator approach to parenting, whether it manifests in overt violence or not, causes deep and frequently long-lasting harm to children and their developmental trajectories. Unconscious parenting also conspires to arrest our potential growth as parents as well. From such unconsciousness come, all too commonly, sadness, missed opportunities, hurt, resentment, blame, restricted and diminished views of self and the world, and ultimately, isolation and alienation on all sides.

If we can remain awake to the challenges and the calling of parenthood, this does not have to happen. On the contrary, we can use all the occasions that arise with our children to break down the barriers in our own minds, to see more clearly into ourselves, and to be more effectively present for them.

 

We live in a culture which does not place great value on parenting as valid and honored work. It is considered perfectly acceptable for people to give one hundred percent to their careers, or to their “relationships,” or to “finding themselves,” but not to their children. The implication is that giving a child such a high degree of consistent, devoted, highest priority attention will only “spoil” the child, that it cannot lead to good, and only stems from a parent’s “neurotic” needs for control and attachment rather than from a respect for life and for the interconnectedness of all things, and from the unique joys of parent-child relationships.

Society at large and its institutions and values, which both create and reflect the microcosm of our individual minds and values, contribute in major ways to the undermining of parenting. Who are the highest-paid workers in our country? Certainly not day care workers, or teachers, whose work so much supports the work of parents. Where are the role models, the supportive networks, job sharing, and part-time jobs for mothers and fathers who want to stay home with their children for more than a few weeks after they are born? Where is the universal health coverage, the subsidies for young parents, support for parenting classes, adequate parental leave programs which would, by their prevalence, tell us that healthy parenting is of utmost importance and is valued highly by this society as a whole?

Certainly there are bright spots and reasons for hope. Countless parents across the country see parenting as a sacred trust, and manage to find heartful and creative ways to guide and nurture their children, often in the face of great obstacles and odds. There are imaginative efforts by people all across the country involved in programs that teach parenting skills, communication skills, violence prevention, stress reduction, and that offer counseling services to parents and families. There are also many groups engaged in community building and political lobbying on behalf of children. Mary Pipher’s books, Reviving Ophelia and The Shelter of Each Other, Robert Bly’s The Sibling Society, and Daniel Goleman’s Emotional Intelligence give voice to the enormity of the problem, and point to our potential as a society to set it right if we are able to tap what is best in our country—in our families, and in ourselves. William and Martha Sears’s The Baby Book, on “attachment parenting,” provides a new framework for honoring the needs of infants and babies.

But the problems are staggering and all-pervasive, and are creating a society in which it is increasingly difficult for families to raise healthy children. In many households today, there is no adult at home when the children come home from school. The parents as well as the neighbors are out trying to make a living. Children are often left to their own devices. They may have more contact with the world of TV, and sometimes with the worlds of drugs and crime, than they do with caring adults. Teenage violence, the fastest growing sector of crime in this era, peaks between 3:00 P.M. and 8:00 P.M. each school day. Tangible and daily expressions of love, support, energy, and interest from living, breathing adults and respected elders are becoming more and more rare in our homes and in our neighborhoods.

While we are all subject to large social forces that shape our lives and the lives of our children, we also have the capacity as individuals to make conscious and intentional choices about how we are going to relate to our circumstances and to the era in which we find ourselves. We all have the potential to chart our own paths, to bring more attention  and intentionality to our lives, and to attempt to see and honor the deep soul needs of our children as well as our own as best we can. Charting such a path for ourselves is made easier by having a larger framework within which to examine and come to understand what we are doing and what needs to be done—a framework that can help to keep us on course, even though things may be constantly changing and our next steps often unclear. Mindfulness can provide such a framework.

For example, new and important doors in our own minds can open just by entertaining the possibility that there are alternative ways of perceiving situations and that we may have more options open to us in any moment than we realize.

Relating to the whole of our lives mindfully—to both our inward and our outward experiences—is a profoundly positive and practical alternative to the driven, automatic pilot mode in which we operate so much of the time without even knowing it. This is particularly important for parents, as we try to juggle all the competing demands we carry from day to day while providing for our children and giving them what they need in an increasingly stressful and complex world.








What Is Mindful Parenting?




Mindful parenting calls us to wake up to the possibilities, the benefits, and the challenges of parenting with a new awareness and intentionality, not only as if what we did mattered, but as if our conscious engagement in parenting were virtually the most important thing we could be doing, both for our children and for ourselves.

This book is a series of meditations on various aspects of parenting. It is about meeting our children’s needs as fully and selflessly as possible by cultivating a certain kind of awareness. This awareness, known as mindfulness, can lead to deeper insight into and understanding of our children and ourselves. Mindfulness has the potential to penetrate past surface appearances and behaviors and allow us to see our children more clearly as they truly are, to look both inwardly and outwardly, and to act with some degree of wisdom and compassion on the basis of what we see. Parenting mindfully can be healing and transformative—for both children and parents.

As we shall see in Part 4, from the perspective of mindfulness, parenting can be viewed as a kind of extended and, at times, arduous meditation retreat spanning a large part of our lives. And our children, from infancy to adulthood and beyond, can be seen as perpetually challenging live-in teachers, who provide us with ceaseless opportunities to do the inner work of understanding who we are and who they are, so that we can best stay in touch with what is truly important and give them what they most need in order to grow and flourish. In the process, we may find that this ongoing moment-to-moment awareness can liberate us from some of our most confining habits of perception and relating, the straitjackets and prisons of the mind that have been passed down to us or that we have somehow constructed for ourselves. Through their very being, often without any words or discussion, our children can inspire us to do this inner work. The more we are able to keep in mind the intrinsic wholeness and beauty of our children, especially when it is difficult for us to see, the more our ability to be mindful deepens. In seeing more clearly, we can respond to them more effectively and with greater generosity of heart, and parent with greater wisdom.

As we devote ourselves to nourishing them and understanding who they are, these live-in teachers, especially in the first ten to twenty years of our “training,” will provide endless moments of wonder and bliss, and opportunities for the deepest feelings of connectedness and love. They will also, in all likelihood, push all our buttons, evoke all our insecurities, test all our limits and boundaries, and touch all the places in us where we fear to tread and feel inadequate or worse. In the process, if we are willing to attend carefully to the full spectrum of what we are experiencing, they will remind us over and over again of what is most important in life, including its mystery, as we share in their lives, shelter and nourish and love them, and give them what guidance we can.

Being a parent is particularly intense and demanding in part because our children can ask things of us no one else could or would, in ways that no one else could or would. They see us up close as no one else does, and constantly hold mirrors up for us to look into. In doing so, they give us over and over again the chance to see ourselves in new ways, and to work at consciously asking what we can learn from any and every situation that comes up with them. We can then make choices out of this awareness that will nurture both our children’s inner growth and our own at one and the same time. Our interconnectedness and our interdependence enable us to learn and grow together.

 

To bring mindfulness into our parenting, it is helpful to know something about what mindfulness is. Mindfulness means moment-to-moment, non-judgmental awareness. It is cultivated by refining our capacity to pay attention, intentionally, in the present moment, and then sustaining that attention over time as best we can. In the process, we become more in touch with our life as it is unfolding.

Ordinarily, we live much of the time in an automatic pilot mode, paying attention only selectively and haphazardly, taking many important things completely for granted or not noticing them at all, and judging everything we do experience by forming rapid and often unexamined opinions based on what we like or dislike, what we want or don’t want. Mindfulness brings to parenting a powerful method and framework for paying attention to whatever we are doing in each moment, and seeing past the veil of our automatic thoughts and feelings to a deeper actuality.

Mindfulness lies at the heart of Buddhist meditation, which itself is all about cultivating attention. The practice of mindfulness has been kept alive and developed within various meditative traditions across Asia for over twenty-five hundred years. Now it is making its way into the mainstream of Western society in many different contexts, including medicine, health care, education, and social programs.

Mindfulness is a meditative discipline. There are many different meditative disciplines. We might think of them all as various doors into the same room. Each doorway gives a unique and different view into the room; once inside, however, it is the same room, whichever door we come through. Meditation, whatever the method or tradition, is the tapping into the order and stillness embedded in and behind all activity, however chaotic it may appear, using our faculty of attention. It is not, as is so commonly thought, an inward manipulation—like throwing a switch or merely relaxing—into some “special state” in which everything feels different or better, or in which your mind goes “blank,” or you suppress your thoughts. It is a systematic and sustained observing of the whole field of our experience, or of some specific element of it.

While it received its most elaborate articulation in the Buddhist tradition, mindfulness is an important part of all cultures and is truly universal, since it is simply about cultivating the capacity we all have as human beings for awareness, clarity, and compassion. There are many different ways to do this work of cultivation. There is no one right way, just as there is no one right way to parent.

Mindful parenting involves keeping in mind what is truly important as we go about the activities of daily living with our children. Much of the time, we may find we need to remind ourselves of what that is, or even admit that we may have no idea at the moment, for the thread of meaning and direction in our lives is easily lost. But even in our most trying, sometimes horrible moments as parents, we can deliberately step back and begin afresh, asking ourselves as if for the first time, and with fresh eyes, “What is truly important here?”

In fact, mindful parenting means seeing if we can remember to bring this kind of attention and openness and wisdom to all our moments with our children. It is a true practice, its own inner discipline, its own form of meditation. And it carries with it profound benefits for both children and parents, to be discovered in the practice itself.

For us to learn from our children requires that we pay attention, and learn to be still inwardly within ourselves. In stillness, we are better able to see past the endemic turmoil, cloudiness, and reactivity of our own minds, in which we are so frequently caught up, and in this way cultivate greater clarity, calmness, and insight, which we can bring directly to our parenting.

Like everybody else, parents have their own needs and desires and lives, just as children do. Yet, too often, in both big and little ways, the needs of the parent in any given moment may be very different from those of the child. These needs, all valid and important, are simply different, and are often in conflict. The clash of needs in any given moment may result in a struggle of wills over who is going to get “their way,” especially if we, the parent, are feeling stressed, overburdened, and exhausted.

Rather than pitting our needs against those of our children, parenting mindfully involves cultivating an awareness, right in such moments, of how our needs are interdependent. Our lives are undeniably deeply connected. Our children’s well-being affects ours, and ours affects theirs. If they are not doing well, we suffer, and if we are not doing well, they suffer.

This means that we have to continually work to be aware of our children’s needs as well as our own, emotional as well as physical, and, depending on their ages, to work at negotiations and compromises, with them and within ourselves, so that everybody gets something of what they most need. Just bringing this kind of sensitivity to our parenting will enhance our sense of connectedness with our children. Through the quality of our presence, our commitment to them is felt, even in difficult times. And we may find that our choices in moments of conflicting and competing needs will come more out of this heartfelt connection, and as a result will have greater kindness and wisdom in them.

 


We see parenting as a sacred responsibility. Parents are nothing less than protectors, nourishers, comforters, teachers, guides, companions, models, and sources of unconditional love and acceptance. If we are able to keep this sense of parenting as a sacred responsibility in mind, and we bring a degree of mindfulness to the process as it unfolds moment to moment, our choices as parents are much more likely to come out of an awareness of what this moment, this child—at this stage of his or her life—is asking from us right now, through his very being and his behavior. In rising to this challenge, we may not only come to do what is best for our children; we may also uncover and come to know, perhaps for the first time, what is deepest and best in ourselves.

Mindful parenting calls us to acknowledge and name the challenges we face daily in trying to parent with awareness. For awareness has to be inclusive. It has to include recognizing our own frustrations, insecurities, and shortcomings, our limits and limitations, even our darkest and most destructive feelings, and the ways we may feel overwhelmed or pulled apart. It challenges us to “work with” these very energies consciously and systematically.

Taking on such a task is asking a great deal of ourselves. For in many ways, we ourselves are products, and sometimes, to one degree or another, prisoners of the events and circumstances of our own childhoods. Since childhood significantly shapes how we see ourselves and the world, our histories will inevitably shape our views of who our children are and “what they deserve,” and of how they should be cared for, taught, and “socialized.” As parents, we all tend to hold our views, whatever they are, very strongly and often unconsciously, as if in the grip of powerful spells. It is only when we become aware of this shaping that we can draw on what was helpful, positive, and nurturing from the way we were parented, and grow beyond those aspects that may have been destructive and limiting.


For those of us who had to shut down, to “not see,” to suppress our feelings in order to survive our own childhoods, becoming more mindful can be especially painful and difficult. In those moments when we are ruled by old demons, when harmful beliefs, destructive patterns, and nightmares from our own childhood rise up and we are plagued by dark feelings and black or white thinking, it is particularly difficult to stop and see freshly.

By no means are we suggesting that, in parenting mindfully, there is some ideal standard we have to measure ourselves against or strive to achieve. Mindful parenting is a continual process of deepening and refining our awareness and our ability to be present and to act wisely. It is not an attempt to attain a fixed goal or outcome, however worthy. An important part of the process is seeing ourselves with some degree of kindness and compassion. This includes seeing and accepting our limitations, our blindnesses, our humanness and fallibility, and working with them mindfully as best we can. The one thing we know we can always do, even in moments of darkness and despair that show us we don’t know anything, is to begin again, fresh, right in that moment. Every moment is a new beginning, another opportunity for tuning in, and perhaps coming—in that very moment—to see and feel and know ourselves and our children in a new and deeper way.

For our love for our children is expressed and experienced in the quality of the moment-to-moment relationships we have with them. It deepens in everyday moments when we hold those moments in awareness and dwell within them. Love is expressed in how we pass the bread, or how we say good morning, and not just in the big trip to Disney World. It is in the everyday kindnesses we show, the understanding we bring, and in the openness of our acceptance. Love is expressed by embodying love in our actions. Whether we are facing good times or hard times on any given day or in any moment, the quality of our attention and our presence is a deep measure of our caring and of our love for our children.

 

This book is for people who care about the quality of family life and the well-being of their children, born and unborn, young or grown. We hope it will support parents in their efforts to show their love through their being and their actions in their everyday lives. It is not likely that we can do this unless we can be authentic in our own lives and in touch with the full range of feelings we experience—in a word, awake.

Parenting is a mirror in which we get to see the best of ourselves, and the worst; the richest moments of living, and the most frightening. The challenge to write about it sensibly is daunting. There are times when we feel that things are basically sound in our family. Our children seem happy, strong, and balanced. The very next day, or moment, all hell can break loose. Our world fills with confusion, despair, anger, frustration. What we thought we understood is of no use. All the rules seem to have changed overnight, or in an instant. We can feel like we have no idea what is going on or why. We can feel like the biggest of failures, like we don’t know or understand anything.

But even in those moments, we try to remind ourselves as best we can to hold on to the thread of some kind of awareness of what is happening, no matter how unpleasant or painful things are. Hard as it is, we try to acknowledge what is actually taking place, and even in those difficult moments, try to see what is really needed from us. The alternative is to get caught up in our own reactivity and automatic behaviors, and surrender what compassion and clarity we have to our fear or fury or denial. And even when this happens, as it inevitably does at times, we try to reexamine it later, with greater calmness, in the hope of learning something from it.

This book comes out of our own experience as parents. Our experience will undoubtedly differ in many ways from your experience as a person and as a parent. You may find some of the specific ways we chose to parent to be very different from how you were parented or how you have parented your children. You may find yourself reacting with strong feelings to some of the things we say or to some of the choices we have made. The whole topic of parenting can arouse deep emotions in all of us, because it is so intimately connected with how we think of ourselves and with how we have chosen to live our lives.

We are not suggesting that you should do everything as we have done it, or if you didn’t, that you were lacking in any way. As we all know, there are few easy answers or consistently simple solutions in parenting. Nor are we saying that mindfulness is the answer to all life’s problems, or to all questions regarding parenting. We are simply trying to point to a way of seeing and a way of being which can be integrated in many different ways into your way of parenting and into your life. Ultimately, we all have to make our own individual decisions about what is best for our children and for ourselves, drawing most of all on our creativity and our capacity to be awake and aware in our lives.

We share with you our experiences and this orientation called mindful parenting, in the hope that some of its transformative potential will resonate with your values and your intentions, and be of some use as you chart your own path in your parenting.

Ultimately, mindful parenting is about seeing our children clearly, and listening to and trusting our own hearts. It gives form and support to the daily work of parenting with awareness. It helps us find ways to be sources of unconditional love for our children, from moment to moment, and day by day.








How Can I Do This?




No two families ever have exactly the same situations to deal with or resources to call upon. But no matter what the circumstances of people’s lives, we believe that all families and individuals, by virtue of being human, have deep inner resources that can be called upon and cultivated—resources that can help enormously in making important choices as we struggle to bring balance into our lives and into our families.

At every level of economic and social well-being or lack of it, and no matter what enormous difficulties they are faced with, there are people who find ways to put their children first. Our view is unabashedly that the children deserve to be put first. Like a relay race with a long overlap in which the baton is passed—for at least eighteen years—our job as parents is to position our children to run their solo laps effectively. To do that, we need to give our all during our run alongside them. There are many ways to do this. No matter what our circumstances, if the will and the motivation are there, we can learn to draw on those resources of strength and wisdom, creativity and caring, that reside within us all. Each moment provides us with new occasions to do this.

Mindful parenting takes energy and commitment, as does any deep spiritual practice or consciousness discipline. We may find ourselves wondering from time to time whether we are capable of taking on such a task that is really the work of a lifetime, asking ourselves, “How can I do this on top of everything else I am already doing?” We may find it reassuring and inspiring to discover that, to a large degree, important elements of both the systematic discipline and the methods of mindful parenting are already familiar to all of us as parents. Mindful parenting as a practice and as an inner discipline is possible and practical because it arises naturally out of the experiences and challenges we already face every day as parents.

For instance, as parents, we are already constantly called upon to pay attention and we are already highly disciplined. We have to pay attention and be disciplined in waking up on time every morning, in getting the children up, fed, and ready for school, in getting ourselves ready for work and getting there if we work outside the home. We are disciplined and attentive in arranging our children’s complex schedules, and our own, and in planning and then doing everything that needs to be done—all the shopping, cooking, cleaning, the countless repetitive tasks of daily life in a family.

We are also already highly accomplished. We deal every day with constant crises, juggle competing demands on our time and energy, and utilize the incredible sixth sense that parents develop early on which allows us to be continually aware of where our children are in each moment and of potential danger. We are also skilled at having conversations while doing other things, and dealing with constant interruptions while trying to keep a train of thought. People may sometimes feel hurt or put off when it seems as if we are not giving them our full attention. But as parents, we develop an ability to give our attention to many things at once: we can speak to other people at the same time that we are watching our child, or buttoning a jacket, or grabbing her before she gets into something harmful. Such skills and such disciplines go with the territory of parenting. The more we use and develop them, as we have to as parents, the better we get at them. They become a way of being.

We can make exceedingly good use of these skills and the discipline that is natural to us as parents in our efforts to parent more mindfully. The one is a natural extension of the other. Mindful parenting asks us to direct some of that energy and discipline and caring inwardly, toward our own minds and bodies and experiences, and toward attending more systematically to the inner as well as the outer lives of our children, to their soul needs as well as to their needs for clothing, food, and shelter.

We can bring mindfulness to any time, no matter how brief or how stressed, no matter how “off” we may be feeling. But to do so requires a strong commitment to cultivate mindfulness through everyday practice. Most of the thousands of people who have completed the mindfulness-based stress reduction programs offered in the Stress Reduction Clinic and in the Inner City Stress Reduction Clinic at the University of Massachusetts Medical Center are parents. Many come with serious, sometimes life-threatening medical problems, many with difficult social, economic, and personal problems as well. Some have horrifying family histories. Many already do remarkable things, day in and day out, to cope with extremely difficult situations in the present and from the past. In the eight-week program, they work at cultivating mindfulness in their lives, building on the foundation of what they are already doing to maintain their well-being and that of their families. In the process, their lives and their attitudes and the ways in which they see and relate to others, including their children, often change profoundly and enduringly. In spite of the inherent challenges in cultivating and sustaining the discipline of mindfulness in day-to-day situations, many people report that, in paying attention in new ways, they feel more relaxed, more hopeful, better able to cope with stress both at home and at work, and that they have a greater sense of peace of mind and selfconfidence. They are able to see new openings in their lives through which to steer, using the practice of mindfulness itself. Some report feeling a greater sense of freedom, a greater sense of inner control and security, than they had thought possible before.

In the clinic’s programs, the instructors introduce people to the various aspects of the meditation practice and make general suggestions for how it might be applied to daily life and to problem situations. But, for the most part, it is the participants themselves, while they are going through the program, who discover how to apply mindfulness in meaningful ways to the unique circumstances of their everyday lives. This is a creative and intuitive process that emerges naturally out of the practice itself.

It is the same with mindful parenting. We are not telling you what you should do, or what choices you need to make. Only you can determine that, because only you are living your life and could possibly know what your specific situation calls for in any moment. We are not even directing you in applying the practice, except in the most general terms. The detailed applications of mindfulness, and the specific choices you will be drawn to make, can only come out of your own motivation to practice, from your own commitment to honor each present moment by bringing your full awareness to it, and from the yearnings of your own heart. Mindful choices will then come out of the very situations you find yourself in with your children. They will come out of your own creativity, imagination, love, and genius, which, being human, are profound and virtually limitless.

Besides, with so many people now carrying all the parenting responsibilities alone as single parents; with the sharing of parenting in divorced families; with people having children later in life, when they may already have grown children; with people becoming parents through adopting children or being foster parents; with grandparents sometimes parenting their children’s children and older couples having children for the first time; with same-sex couples, and couples who get along together and see more or less eye to eye about parenting, and couples who don’t get along a good deal of the time or who see parenting very differently; with couples where the division of labor and parenting responsibilities is highly skewed; families where both parents work full time and more, and families with children with life-threatening diseases, or physical challenges, or developmental uniquenesses, families with closely spaced children, widely separated children, twins, triplets, families with vastly different numbers of children, same-sex combinations and different-sex combinations…with such a diversity of realities, there is no single way or knowledge that could possibly be relevant and useful in all circumstances.

But mindfulness, precisely because it is not formulaic, and because it has to do with the quality of our experience as human beings and the degree to which we can pay attention in our lives, is truly universal in scope, and therefore relevant in virtually all circumstances. Everybody has a mind; everybody has a body; everybody can pay attention intentionally; and everybody’s life unfolds only in moments. Mindfulness doesn’t tell us what to do, but it does give us a way to listen, a way to pay close attention to what we believe is important, and to expand our vision of what that might be in any situation, under any circumstances.

As parents and as people, no matter what we are facing in our lives, we are all capable of remarkable growth and transformation if we can learn to recognize and tap our deep inner resources and chart a path that is true to our values and to our own hearts. It does take work, but not much more than we are already doing. What it really involves is a rotation in consciousness, to where we can appreciate the deep seeing that comes out of present moment awareness, allowing what is best in us and in our children to emerge.


 

To enter now the world of mindful parenting and what it asks of us as well as what it has to offer, we begin by telling a story. For a time, we will be stepping outside of time, into the domain of the mythological, of the psyche, to return with perhaps a better sense of what it might mean to see in a deeper way, and to trust the mystery of our own hearts. It might be helpful to keep in mind that in this realm, all the characters in the story can be seen as different aspects of our own being, and that male and female, beauty and ugliness, kindness and hardheartedness reside to varying degrees in each of us.







PART TWO

Sir Gawain and the Loathely Lady: The Story Holds the Key
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Sir Gawain and the Loathely Lady




Long ago, in the days of King Arthur, for reasons we don’t have to go into here, Arthur found himself on Christmas Day taking up a just cause that brought him face to face with his own impotence even though he was the King of the Land. His nemesis took the form of the Knight of Tarn Wathelan, “huge beyond the size of mortal man and armed from crest to toe in black armor, mounted on a giant red-eyed warhorse the color of midnight.” As Arthur charged toward him to do battle on the plain before the knight’s dark castle, the knight cast a spell upon Arthur which drained him and his horse of all power. “Like an icy shadow, a great fear fell upon him, the more terrible because it was not of the knight or of anything in this world; a black terror of the soul that came between him and the sky, and sucked the strength from him so that sword arm and shield arm sank to his sides and he was powerless to move.”

“What—would you—of me?” gasped Arthur.

Rather than killing him or flinging him into his dungeons “to rot among other valiant knights who lie there, and take your realm for my own by means of the magic that is mine to wield,” the Knight of Tarn Wathelan offers Arthur his life and freedom if he returns in seven days’ time, on New Year’s Day, with the answer to the question: “What is it that all women most desire?”


Filled with shame and rage, but helpless to do anything other than agree, Arthur made the bargain and rode off. That entire week he wandered the land, posing the question to every woman he met, whether a girl herding geese, an alewife, or a great lady, and dutifully writing down their answers, knowing all the while that none rang true.

And so, on the morning of New Year’s Day, with a heavy heart, he turned his horse in the direction of the knight’s castle, his one chance for life having eluded him, knowing now that he must submit and die at the knight’s hand.

“The hills looked darker than they had done when last he rode that way, and the wind had a keener edge. And the way seemed much longer and rougher than it had done before, and yet it was all too quickly passed.”

Not far from the knight’s castle, as he rode chin on breast through a dark thicket, Arthur heard a woman’s voice, sweet and soft, calling out to him, “Now God’s greeting to you, my Lord King Arthur. God save and keep you.”

He turned and saw a woman in a vivid scarlet gown the color of holly berries, sitting on a mound of earth beside the road between an oak tree and a holly tree. “At sight of her, shock ran through the King, for in the instant between hearing and seeing, he had expected the owner of the soft voice to be fair. And she was the most hideous creature he had ever seen, with a piteous nightmare face that he could scarcely bear to look upon, sprouting a long, wart-covered nose bent to one side and a long, hairy chin bent to the other. She had only one eye, and that set deep under her jutting brow. Her mouth was no more than a shapeless gash. Her hair hung in gray, twisted locks and her hands were like brown claws, though the jewels that sparkled on her fingers were fine enough for the Queen herself.”

In his amazement, Arthur is struck dumb and has to be reminded  by her of his code of chivalry and how a knight is to comport himself in the presence of a lady. She, mysteriously, knows on what errand he rides. She knows that he has asked many women what it is that all women most desire, and that all have given him answers, and not one the right answer. She then informs the astonished king that she and she alone knows the answer he is seeking, and that for her to tell him, he will have to swear a solemn oath that he will grant her whatever she asks of him in exchange. To this, he readily agrees. She beckons him to bend his ear to her lips, and whispers into it the answer he is looking for, so that “not even the trees may hear.”

The moment he heard it, Arthur knew in his very soul that it was the true answer. He caught his breath in laughter, for it was such a simple answer, after all.

The answer that he was given to the question, “What is it that all women most desire?” was, “Sovereignty.”

Arthur asked what she would have in return, but the lady refused to say until he had tested the answer on the Knight of Tarn Wathelan. So Arthur went off, and after some good sport at the expense of the huge knight, finally gave the true answer, and with it won his freedom. He then made his way back to the spot where the loathely lady was waiting for him.

Upon his return, the reward that Dame Ragnell, for that was the lady’s name, asked of the King was that he bring to her from his court one of his own knights of the Round Table, brave and courteous, and good to look upon, to take her as his loving wife. Arthur, staggered and repulsed by this inconceivable request, has to be reminded that he owes his life to her and has made a knightly and kingly promise in exchange for her help.

Of course, for Arthur to assign the task to someone would be to disrespect the sovereignty of one of his own knights. The choice must be made freely. When Arthur returned to court and told the full story of his week’s adventure to an astonished gathering of knights, his nephew Sir Gawain, out of loyalty to his uncle, the King, and out of his own goodness, offered to marry the lady himself. Arthur, ashamed and heavy-hearted, would not let Gawain make the vow without seeing her first.

So the knights rode out in company the next morning to the woods, and after some time, they caught a glimpse of scarlet through the trees. Sir Kay and the other knights were sickened by the sight of Lady Ragnell, and some were even insulting to her face. Others turned away in pity or busied themselves with their horses.

But Sir Gawain looked steadily at the lady; something in her pathetic pride and the way she lifted her hideous head caused him to think of a deer with the hounds about it. Something in the depth of her bleared gaze reached him like a cry for help.

He glared about him at his fellow knights. “Nay now, why these sideways looks and troubled faces and ill manners. The matter was never in doubt. Did I not last night tell the King that I would marry this lady? And marry her I will, if she will have me!” And so saying, he jumped down from his horse and knelt before her, saying, “My Lady Ragnell, will you take me for your husband?”

The lady looked at him for a moment out of her one eye, and then she said in that voice, so surprisingly sweet, “Not you, too, Sir Gawain. Surely you jest, like the others.”

“I was never further from jesting in my life,” he protested.

She tried then to dissuade him. “Think you before it is too late. Will you indeed wed one as misshapen and old as I? What sort of wife should I be for the King’s own nephew? What will Queen Guenevere and her ladies say when you bring such a bride to court? And what will you secretly feel? You will be shamed, and all through me,” said the lady, and she wept bitterly, and her face was wet and blubbered and even more hideous.

“Lady, if I can guard you, be very sure that I can also guard myself,” Gawain said, glowering around at the other knights with his fighting face on him. “Now Lady, come with me back to the castle, for this very evening is our wedding to be celebrated.”

To which Dame Ragnell replied, with tears falling from her one eye, “Truly, Sir Gawain, though it is a thing hard to believe, you shall not regret this wedding.”

As she rose to move toward the horse they had brought for her, they saw that, beside all else, there was a hump between her shoulders and that she was lame in one leg. Gawain helped her into the saddle, mounted his own horse beside hers, and the whole group then wended their way back to the King’s castle.

Word ran ahead of them from the city gates and the people came flocking out to see Sir Gawain and his bride go by. All were horrified beyond even their expectations.

That evening, the wedding took place in the chapel, with the Queen herself standing beside the bride, and the King serving as groomsman. Sir Lancelot was the first to come forward and kiss the bride on her withered cheek, followed by the other knights, but the words strangled in their throats when they would have wished her and Sir Gawain joy in their marriage, so that they could scarcely speak. “And the poor Lady Ragnell looked down upon bent head after bent head of the ladies who came forward to touch her fingertips as briefly as might be, but could not bear to look at her or kiss her cheek. Only Cabal, the dog, came and licked her hand with a warm, wet tongue and looked up into her face with amber eyes that took no account of her hideous aspect, for the eyes of a hound see differently from the eyes of men.”

Dinner conversation was feverish and forced, a hollow pretense of gladness, through which Sir Gawain and his bride sat rigidly beside the King and Queen at the High Table. And when the tables were cleared away and it was time for dancing, many thought that now Sir Gawain might be free to leave her side and mingle with his friends. “But he said, ‘Bride and groom must lead the first dance together,’ and offered his hand to the Lady Ragnell. She took it with a hideous grimace that was the nearest she could come to a smile, and limped forward to open the dance with him. And throughout the festivities, with the King’s eye upon the company and Sir Gawain’s as well, no one in the hall dared look as though anything was amiss.”

At last, the forced festivities came to a close and it was time for the newlyweds to go to the wedding chamber in the castle. There, “Gawain flung himself into a deeply cushioned chair beside the fire and sat, gazing into the flames, not looking to see where his bride might be. A sudden draught drove the candleflames sideways and the embroidered creatures on the walls stirred as though on the edge of life. And somewhere very far off, as though from the heart of the enchanted forest, he fancied he heard the faintest echo of a horn.

“There was a faint movement at the foot of the bed, and the silken rustle of a woman’s skirt; and a low sweet voice said, ‘Gawain, my lord and love, have you no word for me? Can you not even bear to look my way?’

“Gawain forced himself to turn his head and look and then sprang up in amazement, for there between the candle sconces stood the most beautiful woman he had ever seen.

“‘Lady,’ he said at half-breath, not sure whether he was awake or dreaming. ‘Who are you? Where is my wife, the Lady Ragnell?’

“‘I am your wife, the Lady Ragnell,’ said she, ‘whom you found between the oak and the holly tree, and wedded this night in settlement of your King’s debt—and maybe a little, in kindness.’


“‘But—but I do not understand,’ stammered Gawain. ‘You are so changed.’

“‘Yes,’ said the maiden. ‘I am changed, am I not? I was under an enchantment, and as yet I am only partly freed from it. But now for a little while I may be with you in my true seeming. Is my lord content with his bride?’”

She came a little toward him, and he reached out and caught her into his arms. “‘Content? Oh, my most dear love, I am the happiest man in all the world; for I thought to save the honor of the King my uncle, and I have gained my heart’s desire. And yet from the first moment I felt something of you reach out to me, and something of me reach back in answer….’

“In a little, the lady brought her hands down and set them against his breast and gently held him off. ‘Listen,’ she said, ‘for now a hard choice lies before you. I told you that as yet I am only partly free from the enchantment that binds me. Because you have taken me for your wife, it is half broken; but no more than half broken.’”

Dame Ragnell explained that she was now able to appear in her natural form for but half of each day, and Gawain must choose whether he wanted her to be fair by day and foul by night, or fair by night and foul by day.

“That is a hard choice indeed,” said Gawain.

“Think,” said the Lady Ragnell.

And Sir Gawain said in a rush, “Oh my dear love, be hideous by day, and fair for me alone!”

“Alas!” said the Lady Ragnell. “And that is your choice? Must I be hideous and misshapen among all the Queen’s fair ladies, and abide their scorn and pity, when in truth I am as fair as any of them? Oh, Sir Gawain, is this your love?”

Then Sir Gawain bowed his head. “Nay, I was thinking only of myself. If it will make you happier, be fair by day and take your rightful place at court. And at night I shall hear your soft voice in the darkness, and that shall be my content.”

“That was indeed a lover’s answer,” said the Lady Ragnell. “But I would be fair for you; not only for the court and the daytime world that means less to me than you do.”

And Gawain said, “Whichever way it is, it is you who must endure the most suffering; and being a woman, I am thinking that you have more wisdom in such things than I. Make the choice yourself, dear love, and whichever way you choose, I shall be content.”

Then the Lady Ragnell bent her head into the hollow of his neck and wept and laughed together. “Oh, Gawain, my dearest lord, now, by seeing that it is for me to decide, by giving me my own way, by according me the very sovereignty that was the answer to the original riddle, you have broken the spell completely, and I am free of it, to be my true self by night and day.”

For seven years Gawain and Ragnell knew great happiness together, and during all that time Gawain was a gentler and a kinder and more steadfast man than ever he had been before. But, after seven years she left. No one knew where she went. And something of Gawain went with her.
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