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Oh, to arrive in Paris on your birthday, the city as flower-thick as old 
wallpaper. As we tow our suitcases across the Luxembourg Gardens, we 

pass the large octagonal pool where locals sit at ease, reading, kissing, chatting, or 
watching children sailing toy sailboats. One little girl wearing shoes upholstered 
with life-size satin bunnies sets her boat in the water just as the breeze picks up, 
spurring it toward the other side of the pool. She squeals with delight, clapping 
her tiny hands as she springs around the edge of the pool to collect her Nina, 
Pinta, or Santa Maria. Why, we muse aloud, does that bubble of rapture diminish 
as we age, often to disappear? Well, in fact, it doesn’t; not always. We do know 
people who carry that joy through life like a fine, outlandish jewel. But added to 
joy, conserving its gleam, comes the later art of self-constraint.

That evening we are sitting with our students in a small, plain, time-tattered 
church. Candelabras burn against the soiled gloom of the old stone walls. A 
grand piano sits at the front. Soon, a young man with an awkward, child-like 
smile will appear, take his place at the piano, and begin to play with a skill and 

scope of feeling surprising in one so young. The music is by Chopin—there 
are stormy upheavals where you think the piano will shatter to pieces, bringing 
the old ceiling crashing down around your ears. In turn, there are passages of 
such melodic tenderness your eyes blur with tears. As he plays, the young man 
performs a kind of unself-conscious ballet of expressive movements, weaving to 
the currents of the music. It strikes you, watching him play, that much of what 
makes being human so magnifique is this link between the height of human skill 
and the depth of human delight. 

How did a man this young get so far? Talent, yes. Determination? Yes. Years 
and years of tedious practice. Randy Pausch observed in his book The Last Lecture 
that you can tell a great deal about a person and his aspirations by seeing what 
he’s up to on Friday night. Is he out on the town, or is he holed up working on 
the next chapter of his book or picking over a difficult passage of Rachmaninoff 
for the twentieth time? Success doesn’t come without diligence. How nice, I 
suppose, if it did.

A lot has been written, during the present economic crisis, about a Scotsman 
named Adam Smith.  Most allude to his historic treatise, The Wealth of Nations.  
Smith wrote an earlier book called A Theory of Moral Sentiment in which he lays 
out his blueprint for an ethical society. Sympathy (what we would call empathy) 
is a central virtue. Another is self-constraint, or self-discipline, the lack of which 
most analysts point to as the cause of our current discontents—and of bad 
behavior in general.

A couple of students (not ours this time) have broken the rules. The proprietor 
of the pension where we are staying observes with a smile of mild exasperation, 
“Students from America are, how do you say it, like a virgin”—meaning they 
lack the maturity to do things in moderation, to cope with even small adversities 
that inevitably come along. It’s a gross generalization, but we take his point. To 
paraphrase: all of Paris is at their fingertips—the greatest city in the world—and 
too often the only thing those fingertips are thinking about is the next cold beer 
(or the next text message) they can touch. 

The little girl can’t wait. Her sailboat is suddenly becalmed several feet from the 
edge of the pool.  So into the shallow pool she splashes to get it. Her rabbit shoes 
and fine pink Easter dress are spoiled. We watch as her father jogs around the 
pool to her aid. Does he scold? Does he spank?  No, he simply smiles. As he lifts 
her up, the water from her skirt drizzles over his fine French suit. You know that 
he knows—life wants such pluck, such dare, such impulsiveness and risk- taking. 
The seasoning of constraint will come in time.

“… life wants such pluck, such dare, 
such impulsiveness and risk- taking.” 


