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Preface
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I had no idea when Just a Note to Say . . . was first published that it would strike such a responsive chord in readers. In this updated and expanded edition, I’ve kept the special bond clearly in mind. Much has changed in our lives and in the world since I initially completed the book. The shifts are reflected in the attention I’ve devoted to electronic communication and in the new ideas and sample notes added throughout this edition. The insights and tips that make note writing easy, yet meaningful, remain—but there are more of them.
When I first started to explore in depth the subject of notes for this book, I did not know that the project would become a process of discovery. Yet each chapter held surprises.
As I talked to people about various occasions, inquiring about their feelings and attitudes, I often found their responses a revelation. Many would say, “I’ve never thought much about birthdays (or graduations or anniversaries) before”—then proceed to share poignant insights. They spoke of deeply felt emotions and their voices became some of the highlights of this book.
Men could be just as thoughtful and expressive as women—and often more so. Some of the sweetest, most touching words came from husbands, sons, brothers, or friends who felt genuinely moved by the occasions that inspired their notes.
Some of my preconceived notions about what constitutes a good note changed, as well. As I examined the underlying meaning of  (and issues involved in) each occasion, I discovered that notes that had seemed ideal to me at the start of this project looked different later on. Words that meant well and sounded right on target could sometimes have unintended implications and actually be inappropriate.
Psychologists, social workers, and other professionals helped me to explore complex issues in the first edition and write an infinitely richer book. I thank them all, especially Renee Warshofsky-Altholz, CSW, ACSW; Rabbi Shelley Kovar Becker; Bernice R. Berk, PhD; Linda Carter, PhD; Ricki Fier, RN, MS, CS; Reverend Elizabeth G. Maxwell; Diane Rosenstein, ACSW; Michael Shernoff, ACSW; Mary-Ellen Siegel, MSW; and W. Daniel Smith.
I also thank many of my colleagues, members of The American Society of Journalists and Authors, for their exceptional support.
P.S. If you’d like to share your own experiences with finding the right words—or meaningful notes you’ve received—I’d love to hear from you. Please contact me through my Web site at www.florenceisaacs.com or e-mail fisaacs@florenceisaacs.com. You can also write to me: Florence Isaacs, c/o Clarkson Potter/Publishers, 1745 Broadway, New York, NY 10019.

Part 1
The Power of Notes
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Making Connections in Changing Times
When I had my first baby, I received a gift at the hospital with a note that read, “To Jonathan: We’re so glad you’re here.” I’ll always remember that note—and the person who sent it. This baby was one I feared I’d never have. I had tried to become pregnant, unsuccessfully, for three years and had watched other women wheeling baby carriages, feeling waves of despair that I would never have the chance.
Then, magically, a few days before I was due for an appointment with yet another infertility specialist, I received the good news—I was pregnant. Though my doctor warned me that things could yet go wrong—I could miscarry—I willed it to be all right, and it was. When I saw my beautiful, perfect son for the first time, all the heartache and doubt and fear that I’d never have a child was swept away and I felt an exquisite joy. This was not just a baby, this was the most wanted baby in the world.
That brief but meaningful note let me know that someone else understood my happiness. Oddly enough, the writer of the note was not a close friend, but at the moment I read her words, we  shared a special bond. She had acknowledged how much this child meant to me.
If she had simply called or signed her name to a printed card, I’d have appreciated it. But, as I learned that day, there’s nothing like a personal note to make you feel touched and remembered. That fact remains truer than ever today. In this age of impersonal technology, a handwritten note makes a human connection that is as valuable as the sentiments expressed.
CHANGING TIMES
In other centuries, people had to write notes and letters to stay in touch with friends, family, and others important to them. On a trip to Mount Vernon, I learned that George Washington wrote almost forty thousand letters during his lifetime.
Of course, technology provides many other ways of communicating today. You turn on your speedy computer and push a button to e-mail your friends, family members, and others at work or in the community. You can contact anyone on the phone from a train, in your car, or virtually anywhere—even walking down the street. You also can send an instant text message. Yet there is a difference between talking and connecting—and that’s what this book is all about.
The reality is, you just don’t express yourself on the telephone in the same way as you do on paper. The give-and-take of conversation interrupts the flow of thought; the immediate feedback from the other person seems to stifle free expression rather than facilitate it. That’s why a phone conversation with someone you love  can sometimes feel so unsatisfying—the human connection is incomplete.
When you speak on a cell phone, noisy distractions in public places or service interruptions add extra jarring notes. E-mail and text messages discourage you from slowing down and giving thought to what you write. The whole point is quick communication, not pensiveness and deliberation.
In these uncertain times, the need to connect seems more urgent than ever. Special occasions offer the opportunity to do that, whether you’re adding a few lines to a store-bought birthday greeting or writing your own stand-alone note to say, “Hello, I miss you,” to a loved one in another state or on another coast or thousands of miles away in another country.
When you write, there is no response to distract you from reaching within and exploring exactly what you feel and want to say. There is no gadget or other equipment to act as a barrier. What there is is an enormous sense of satisfaction. One woman told me, “When I write, I speak a whole different language. I become more open. It’s as if a poetic part of me seems to spill out.”
At the very same time technology has provided new modes of communication, you may be confronted with new reasons to write. Not so long ago, congratulations on a ninetieth birthday or a sixtieth wedding anniversary or becoming  great-grandparents was rare. “Singles” didn’t adopt babies. People didn’t launch new careers in their fifties or sixties, or retire and later return to the workforce. Other complex scenarios, unknown two or three decades ago, may demand a personal response from you, as well. You may wish to express support to someone who has been laid off after thirty-two  years with a blue-chip corporation, or who struggles with the stress of moving an elderly parent into assisted living. Or perhaps you want to send good wishes to multicultural coworkers at an important celebration or holiday.
Even for the simplest and happiest occasions, it’s human to start out feeling, “I can’t think of a thing to write.” Awkward, uncomfortable situations present an even greater challenge. But regardless of the circumstances, words from the heart make a difference. There’s no mystery to finding them, and you can master the art of writing meaningful notes even if you weren’t at the top of your English class. What you write doesn’t have to be poetry or run to pages; often just a personal line or two added to a greeting card speaks eloquently. Meaningful notes are not about good form, either, though sincere wishes can never be anything but good form.
Handwritten sentiments remain the gold standard and cannot be replaced by a card and just your signature. When the recipient is important to you—when you care about the impression you make—you can always relax and feel confident that you are doing the right thing by expressing warm words and personal reflections. You also know you are making an impact.
In these hurried, busy times, receiving a note or personalized card in the mail is a total experience. The person discovers among the magazines, catalogs, and bills an envelope that looks different, that feels different, that is addressed by hand. Knowing that you have taken the time and trouble to write brightens the day. Opening the envelope and reading the words bring a smile. And that note in the mail continues to make an impact. The recipient often  reads it again later and perhaps even shows it to others. How often do you have the power to grab someone’s complete attention during the course of the day?
A note is powerful, too, because we are assaulted by a barrage of information—much of it having little or no importance. Yet personal words on paper often are saved in a shoe box, becoming a memory to be revisited through the years—a part of a life record that may even be shown to children or grandchildren.
We’re all touched by life’s milestones, trials, and triumphs. The guidelines that follow will help you find words that matter for any social occasion and also clarify when e-mail is and isn’t appropriate. The goal is to help you recapture the spontaneity that came naturally during childhood and get in touch with feelings that may ordinarily be brushed aside. As you become comfortable with them and put them into practice, you’re likely to discover a part of yourself that has been there all the time.
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How to Express Yourself
What do you say when your mother celebrates a seventy-fifth birthday, or your spouse hits forty? What do you say to a friend who’s been promoted? How do you acknowledge a new baby—when it’s born three months premature and the outcome is unclear?
Situations like these arise all the time and it’s easy to feel at a loss for words that are real, yet appropriate. I often felt tongue-tied myself until I started noticing notes sent to me that I especially appreciated. I began to realize how much they meant to me and what it was about them that touched me so. As I made the effort to write more effective notes to others, I discovered that the right words are surprisingly accessible when you know how to find them. There are certain general guidelines that apply to every occasion.
Good notes are gestures that celebrate, commemorate, and nurture relationships between people. They’re about connecting and communicating and saying “I care.” They are not about writing something clever, although a meaningful message may sometimes be clever as well. How can you find meaningful words? Where do  you start? By tapping into the underlying significance of the occasion, the issues surrounding it, and your own authentic feelings about it and about the person you’re addressing. When you do, insights emerge that help uncork the flow of genuine expression. These techniques will help inspire you.
TARGET THE RECIPIENT
A meaningful note reflects the individual you’re writing to. That’s why it’s important to ask, “Who is this person and what is the nature of our relationship?” Are you addressing your best friend or an acquaintance, your spouse or significant other, a parent or step-parent, a sibling, a colleague?
A good note says, “I know who you are.” There are many different levels of familiarity. If you’re going to write something significant, the message to a beloved uncle will sound very different from an obligatory note to someone you barely know. How you express the message can also be as important as the substance of what you say. The tone you set—how warm, friendly, affectionate, or loving you sound, the degree of distance or intimacy—depends on the relationship.

IDENTIFY YOUR FEELINGS ABOUT THE PERSON
Because good notes reflect you as well as the recipient, the next question is, “How do I feel about this person? What are the qualities that make this person important to me?” The answers will affect what you decide to say and how you say it. Some notes involve  simple politeness or courtesy, and they may occasionally be addressed to people you don’t especially like or care about.
In the best of all possible worlds, we’d love all our relatives, but that isn’t always the case. The truth is, you may really like a casual acquaintance and intensely dislike your brother or sister. You can’t fake sentiment and you shouldn’t try.
How honest can you get? It depends on the person you’re addressing and the situation that inspired you to write. An anniversary note is not the place to convey negative feelings. But if you’re aware of them, you can avoid sounding—and feeling—insincere, while still taking a positive approach. Be true to yourself, but be kind. Do you have a stormy relationship with your mother-in-law? When acknowledging her birthday, don’t mention your anger at her comments last week, but you don’t have to gush either. Just wish her a happy day.

FOCUS ON THE OCCASION
What does this event really mean to the person—and to you? The underlying significance of the occasion plays a role in what you decide to write. For example, a twenty-fifth wedding anniversary is an achievement in these days of 50 percent divorce rates. The birth of an in vitro baby is cause for more than ordinary rejoicing for a couple who had all but given up hope of parenthood. Most moms I know consider Mother’s Day a very important holiday and would feel crushed if they were forgotten. Realizations like these can help trigger ideas for what you want to write.

DECIDE ON THE MESSAGE
A personal note is an opportunity to communicate wishes and sentiments. The most critical—and daunting—question is, “What do you want to say?” Many people respond with blank stares. The answer is often, “I don’t know.” Fortunately, there are ways to find out.
Slow down and think about the issues raised previously: the person you’re writing to, the significance of the occasion, and the emotions that are stirred in you. Let your thoughts meander “as is,” in a stream of consciousness—and resist the temptation to censor yourself. As adults, we tend to experience writing as “exposure” and feel that what we have to say isn’t original enough, creative enough, “good enough.” Afraid of criticism, we edit our thoughts. Yet there are no grades here. And don’t forget, you can polish, if necessary, afterward.
As you relax, very important feelings are likely to emerge, feelings that you might ordinarily keep to yourself. This is especially true with sentiments like “I care about you” or “You’re important to me” or “I love you” that might seem embarrassing to speak aloud.
Children write some of the best notes precisely because they’re so open and honest and able to express sentiments in simple ways. That’s why I’ve always saved the notes my children have written to me, such as the one my young son gave me one Valentine’s Day. “This comes from the heart, not from the store,” he wrote on the card he’d carefully made for me. Adults often pale at the thought  of writing such words and allow commercial cards to do it for us. We have much to learn from children.
When you’ve found words that seem right, take a chance and pick up your pen. If it feels more comfortable, try writing on scrap paper first. Remember, you don’t have to compose something lengthy and elaborate. Length does not equal impact; the simplest notes can be the most powerful.

DEVICES YOU CAN USE
Everyone needs extra help at times—even professional writers. It’s also important to respect your own individual rhythms and moods. Sometimes you may not want to make an intimate connection— or you may feel too pressed for time to think it out. Some people or occasions don’t require notes with deep meaning and you may be writing out of obligation, when your heart has nothing to do with it. Still, you can say something personal, letting people know you’re thinking of them—and them alone. For all these situations, here are some tips worth trying:
1. ANGLE THE MESSAGE TO THE PERSON.
“To someone special. Happy birthday. Love, ———,” even when written by hand, is a generic message that could apply to anyone. “Why bother? It sounds as if you couldn’t care less,” says the man who received it. “If you’re going to write, show you have me in mind.”
This is one of the secrets of note writing. A meaningful note keys in to who the person is and reflects a special connection. At the most basic level, you personalize by using the individual’s  name to open the note (“Dear ———” or “To ———”) or some identifying information (as in “To the sharpest lawyer I know”). Salutations such as “My dearest ———” or “Dear, sweet ———” are wonderful ways to express deep affection or admiration where appropriate. Adding greater detail, you can mention a memory of the person or of an experience you shared. This works well for everything from an anniversary to a bar mitzvah. “I remember ———” or “I’ll never forget the time ———” can form the nucleus of a condolence note as well.
When you have an intimate relationship with someone, you can refer to what’s going on in that person’s life. A thirty-year-old fashion executive told me about the birthday note she received as she struggled with a difficult decision about a career change. A friend of hers wrote, “It’s the beginning of a new decade, Jane. Do what matters to you. Happy birthday.”
2. CONSIDER THE PERSON’S HOBBIES OR INTERESTS.
Is he or she interested in sports, books, carpentry, real estate, food, wine, travel, music? Does the person have special characteristics or “demons” (such as an addiction to shopping)? Use the subject or quality as a device for a message.
For no particular occasion, I sent a book on Matisse to an elderly artist who had become a great friend of mine. In the accompanying note I wrote, “I know how much you admire his work and immediately thought of you when I saw this at the museum. Enjoy.”
When an avid doubles player was hospitalized, I wrote to her, “Are you in the wing with the tennis court? Hurry home. Our game isn’t the same without you.”
3. KEY IN TO THE GIFT, IF THERE IS ONE.
For a sixtieth birthday, someone gave a businessman a videotape of Gone With the Wind with a note reading, “This movie is almost as old as you are. Happy birthday with love and admiration.”
Tying in with a gift is useful anytime but especially when you’re writing an obligatory note and when you don’t know the person. Take the second-time bride who tackled the task of writing thank-yous for scores of wedding presents. In the process, she developed a talent for communicating with obscure relatives who sent quirky gifts. To someone who sent a painted wooden duck, she wrote: “Marriage is ducky—just like your gift. We’ve found the perfect place for it on the shelf in the den.”
4. ENCLOSE CLIPPINGS OR PHOTOS.
Clip and send appropriate articles (on hometown news, for example) to a child away at college or in the armed forces or to a friend who has moved away. Add something handwritten, such as, “Just thought you’d be interested in this. Love, ———” with or without a comment of your own. It’s a quick, easy, yet personal way to keep in touch.
Send a picture of the kids, the whole family, your home, the dog, for almost any occasion—adding a suitable personal message, of course.
5. MAKE LISTS.
When a coworker was ill with the flu, one woman wrote, “I wish you chicken soup, matzo balls, hot tea with honey”—all the symbols of nurturing comfort she could think of. She signed off with,  “We need you back at the office to get us organized again. Get well fast.”
You can also adapt a list in a note congratulating a bridal couple (enumerating reasons why they’re meant for each other) or a youngster graduating from high school or college (mentioning accomplishments), as long as you make it specific to the person and occasion. You want to sound as if you’re writing to this particular graduate, not just anyone in the class.
6. SAY IT WITH A QUOTE.
Quotations can make a significant statement for you, but it’s important to choose one that suits the occasion and the person and reflects you as well. For a man I know about to reach fifty, I might use:
No wise man ever wished to be younger.
—Jonathan Swift
Then I’d add a few personalized lines.
Get into the habit of clipping and saving anecdotes and quotes in a handy file folder so you can pull them out and use them as needed. Books of quotations, on your bookshelf at home or available at the library, can be helpful, too.
7. KEEP AN INVENTORY OF LINES THAT SAY A LOT.
Just four words—“I’m thinking of you”—speak volumes and can be used over and over again for everything from expressions of sympathy and notes to people who are very ill to birthday messages. “Be happy” or “We miss you” can be multipurpose, yet heartfelt too. 
Try the words “What a” to precede a whole range of items or activities, as in “What a delicious dinner at your home last night” or “What a thoughtful gift. You remembered how I love candlesticks.”

WRITE CONVERSATIONALLY
You don’t have to be someone who writes easily and regularly to touch and remember someone. You don’t have to be anyone other than yourself. Just speak sincerely and in your own authentic voice. That’s what will make your personal notes special.
A meaningful note sounds like the person who wrote it—real and natural. That’s true even if you’re writing to a stranger. Courtesy and politeness do not have to sound stiff and dull. Ask yourself, If I were talking to this person face-to-face, would I really say, “I’m heartened to hear about the birth of your child”?
Compare that to “I’m so happy to hear about your new daughter.” The words become instantly more real through a conversational vocabulary and the use of specific details. If you need help, try talking out loud first and picture the person in front of you. What would you say if you met your favorite aunt on the street today and wished her a very happy birthday?

CLOSINGS
The way you close contributes to the tone of a note, but choosing just the right sign-off can be as difficult as composing the note itself. When you’re writing to someone you really care about, I think “Love” says it all. My mother often closed notes to me with a  casual “Love ya,” which conveys a warmth I like. “With love” and “Much love” seem a degree less intense and are useful when that’s the way you feel.
What do you write, however, when your feelings don’t quite reach the proportions of “love”? Let’s say your father’s new wife is becoming a friend. You like her, but “Love” doesn’t really fit. Some people might sign off “Warmly,” or “Affectionately,” or “Fondly.” One woman is partial to “Consider yourself hugged.” If those words don’t feel natural to you, try “Regards,” or “Looking forward,” or simply sign your name.
Whatever solution you choose, make it something that feels congenial to the person you are, the someone you’re addressing, and the nature of the relationship.
When you apply these guidelines, you can begin to write notes that are truly your own for all those special times in life to be marked or celebrated. What you write will be different from what I write because we are different people, with different personalities, feelings, and relationships—and different things to say.
Whatever you write, be prepared to reap some unexpected benefits. Notes bind us together when written sincerely. It feels good to express your thoughts, and hearing someone say, “That was a wonderful note you sent. It meant a lot to me,” gives a very special boost. Isn’t there someone who would like to hear from you today?
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