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“There came a time when the risk to remain tight in the bud was more painful than the risk it took to blossom.” — Anais Nin
Why should you care about midlife crisis? Perhaps because it can be one of the most crucial transitions of your entire life and finally lead you to true fulfillment. Is the best yet to come? You decide!
When I think back to where I was in the year 2000, in the midst of the worst of my midlife changes, I’m totally amazed at how it all turned out. There were many times I felt lost, hopeless, and alone in this journey, but I didn’t give up. Eyes on the prize, even when it seems like an impossible dream!
A midlife crisis is a wake-up call to change the things in our lives that haven’t been working for years but have just seemed too hard to do anything about. Things like difficult emotions, spouses, and careers. It is a timely, natural awakening that tells us we only have so many years left, so if we’re going to change, the moment is now. It also invites us to be adventurous and attempt a “do-over” before it’s all over.
The idea of midlife crisis has been deeply rooted in American culture since it was first mentioned in scholarly research in the 1960s and then in 1976 in Gail Sheehy’s best seller Passages: Predictable Crises of Adult Life. But back then, the crises were all for men and were seen as silly self-indulgences (red sports cars!) driven by a fear of aging and impending death. Women were thought to develop differently and were therefore relegated to mere supporting roles, as either the victims of men’s midlife crises or as “trophy wives.”
Thankfully, we have come a long way, baby! Women stopped listening to the “experts” years ago and instead began acknowledging their own spontaneous midlife epiphanies. These life transitions have catapulted them into whole new ways of looking at meaning and purpose in midlife.
Sue Shellenbarger, in her groundbreaking 2005 study, The Breaking Point: How Today’s Women Are Navigating Midlife Crisis, found that a startlingly high number of Americans have experienced what they consider to be a midlife crisis, broadly defined as a “stressful or turbulent psychological transition that occurs most often in the late forties or early fifties.”
The data showed that by age fifty, more women than men report experiencing a turbulent midlife transition—a full 36 percent, compared with 34 percent of men. Applying these findings to the 42 million women who are nearing or in midlife today, it can be assumed that more than 15 million women will have or are presently experiencing what they consider to be a midlife crisis.
Most disturbing is the apparent cultural bias against accepting that women think and feel deeply enough to question their choices in midlife and make the needed changes at that time.
Triggers That Set Us Up for a Midlife Crisis
Any number of life crises may occur to make us suddenly and completely realize how unhappy we are with where we are in our lives. The more common ones are divorce, or the need to consider divorce; job loss; the death of a parent; career change; empty nest; and sudden, unexpected injury or illness or a near death experience.
Any change or combination of changes that are difficult to deal with and therefore wake us up with the realization that this is not the life we had pictured for ourselves—these are the events that set us on a path toward crisis and eventual life transformation.
Women’s triggers are most likely a family event or problem, from a divorce or a parent’s death to an extramarital affair. Male midlife crisis is more likely to be driven by work or career concerns; Women’s turmoil is more likely to be driven by introspection, and women are more likely to attribute their crisis to some new insight about themselves through religion, therapy or reflection. A realization of failure in meeting parenting goals, for example, is more likely to surface in a woman. Women are also more likely than men to cite personal health problems as the cause of their crisis, including worries about physical attractiveness.
Not surprisingly, those with higher-level life skills—as in communication, relationships, and work—have a much better chance of making the life changes that will enable them to emerge from midlife more satisfied and successful.
The Queen Is Crowned
Soon after I began writing professionally, I decided to crown myself The Midlife Crisis Queen and launched my blog, www.MidlifeCrisisQueen.com. Why? Because I felt I had recently experienced just about every change possible in my life. I knew it was high time for me to step up and offer support and encouragement to anyone else who might feel like a midlife loser. Little did I know what a positive, community-building experience a blog could be!
I wanted to bolster those whose courage was faltering and tell them not to give up on their craziest aspirations and ideals just because they were going through a bad patch. A recent blog comment explains perfectly why I love my work. A reader wrote, “You have touched my life like no one has. Thank you for your insight!”
I believe we all have boundless potential to change—at any age—and to discover a life we can only imagine now. Midlife is a great time to start manifesting the unique vision we’ve been secretly nurturing for years.
In this book I reveal my own personal journey through midlife change, interwoven with powerful psychological insights. My goal is to teach you how to navigate new waters with increased self-assurance, confidence, and self-respect, and come out the other end of your own midlife crisis loving yourself like never before!
The time is now! There is no past, no future, there is only this moment. So spend some time reading this book and trying to figure out what you really want to happen in your life right now. Start imagining your best life today. What would it take to follow through in some small way on your best life scheme and change everything? I’m learning more every day through my own midlife transition. It has been such an important time of self-discovery. I hope you find the same in yours. Please feel free to contact me at: MidlifeCrisisQueen@Gmail.com at any time.
Good luck & happy transitioning, Laura Lee Carter, Life Change Coach and Author
Did you ever jump off a cliff with the crazy plan to build your wings on the way down? Then you know exactly what divorce feels like.
On February 14th, 2001, the movers came, carried my life out into the street, loaded it onto their truck, and drove away. Thus began my transition from a moribund marriage to the single life again. On that day I moved into a dark, run-down, 1960s ranch-style house. It may have been Valentine’s Day, but this was no sweetheart deal.
“I think I’ll take my foolish heart, my friend, and head right for the door” goes the bluegrass song, and by the time I was driving down the foothills into town with my Subaru stuffed to the roof, I couldn’t keep from belting out those words myself. I was scared to death, but in a good way. I was finally doing what I needed to, taking care of my precious self.
It’s not like I hadn’t lived alone most of my adult life, but the divorce was traumatic all the same. I couldn’t kick that troublesome feeling of failure.
My first night alone came to symbolize the difficult journey I was about to embark on. I was forty-six years old, and everything about my newly acquired house seemed dark, cold, and empty to me. Why did I buy it? Because it was the only one in my price range I could even begin to consider. It had vague potential for becoming a cozy little solitary retreat, but when I moved in, the smell of puppy pee in the corners of the living room was undeniable.
Having recently embraced a deep and desperate need to get beyond the soul-obliterating grasp of my soon-to-be ex, being anywhere seemed better than listening to him lecture me one more time about how inadequate a human being I was. That night I lay in my suddenly too-wide queen-sized bed, shivering at the prospect of my future. I still had my job, my shelties, and a few human friends. All was not lost.
Every time I tried to nod off into the lovely, forgiving escape of unconsciousness, the roar of the furnace called me back to full attention as it switched off and then on again. It felt like the entire room vibrated when the blower came on, whooshing like a miniature hurricane beneath the floor. Would I ever adjust to everything that had changed in my life?
The next morning I started the slow process of accepting what I had gotten myself into. The forty-year-old linoleum in the kitchen was the first thing that caught my attention. There was so much grime stuffed into those cracks it made my stomach queasy. So, I thought, this is what a 75 percent reduction in take-home pay feels like!
The Dreaded Double Ds: Divorce and Depression
My first few months went by in a blur of loneliness and despair. Focused on how I might brighten up my dark little home while also shedding some light on my compromised disposition, I began to renovate those parts of the house that I simply could not stand.
As it turned out, solar tubes were just the thing, so I hired an attractive man to come install one. While we were both up on the roof, I noticed his broad range of practical skills, which went well with his nice broad shoulders. He simultaneously told me the age of my roof and assessed its condition while expertly putting in my skylight. The thought did occur, how nice it was to have a handy man around the house. I even attempted a tiny bit of flirting, but he told me he was already involved, so I quietly filed away in my rattled brain: “Next time, get a partner who knows how to fix things!”
In the spring I explored my new backyard for garden potential and found lots of it. I started visiting local garden centers and learning more about native plants and xeriscape. I would nurture a native plants garden. That was what I needed! Gradually, as my little seedlings popped up, I got happy. My memories returned of how independent I had been before my marriage. I wanted my old self back, but with interest. I remembered that I had always been a strong, resilient woman who had weathered many a tough winter and always found the wherewithal to bloom again in the spring.
Occasionally I still felt tortured by questions about my past. Why did I stay so long in such a destructive marriage? Did I really value myself so little? Divorce gave me lots of time to think about past choices. In the process I gained a powerful appreciation of my right to escape from a hopeless, demeaning marriage.
On the Mother’s Day following my divorce, I gave my mom a call to thank her for giving me the strength of character and the integrity to move on when my marriage lost its love and became destructive.
Renovation Times Two: Home and Self
Focusing on my home always brought me back to the present and helped me keep my many internal struggles at bay. I spent about a year sitting out back on my nasty, poorly constructed screened-in porch contemplating the pros and cons of converting it into a bright, warm sunroom. Noticing the great southern and eastern solar exposure, I decided this porch definitely needed a makeover, just as I needed a new project to help me feel better about myself and my difficult circumstances.
With help from a few friends, I first removed the old, rotted walls, leveled the roof, and then re-spaced and reinforced the support posts. After adding all new glass and insulation, I installed inexpensive pine paneling to cover the inside ceiling and solid wall surfaces. The old cement slab floor was the next eyesore that had to go. As soon as I could afford it, I hired a friend to place some handsome, moss green tile in my new solarium. Then I started growing lots of interesting cacti and succulents out there, because they were unique and colorful and could handle the cooler winter temperatures.
The benefits of adding a glassed-in room to the back of my house were immediately obvious. On a sunny winter day, my sunroom warmed up much faster than the rest of the house, and by the afternoon I could open up my sliding door and direct the extra heat inside. It became my favorite place to hang.
And far beyond the economic and eco-friendly advantages of this small addition, my bright, festive sunroom cheered me immensely. Since I had nowhere else to put the clothes dryer, I moved it into a hidden back corner of the room. Then, on those days when it was too cold to hang out the laundry, I added a little extra humidity by turning it on, thus creating the “Caribbean effect.” With reggae music blasting and a margarita in hand, I would give myself a free virtual vacation by pretending I had just arrived on a luscious, verdant tropical island for a relaxing stay!
The metaphor was not lost on me. With the transformation of my old house and sunroom came the renewal of my own spirit. One renovation led to another. Most mornings you could find me sitting in an old rattan chair drenched in sunshine, my Shetland sheep dogs scattered at my feet, writing in my journal and plotting my next great transformation. If I could do this, I could do anything!
Unfortunately, my rising spirits hit a nasty snag two years later. By that time my divorce was safely behind me, my little house felt like a real home, and I was feeling pretty good about myself.
Throughout the emotional turmoil of divorce, my job as a reference librarian had been a reassuring, stabilizing constant in my life. Then, one day, my boss called me into his office to inform me that he didn’t wish to renew my contract. I was shocked. I was forty-nine years old and had never lost a job. But now, after twenty-five years as an academic librarian, I was apparently disposable.
My initial reaction was anger and tears. How could I endure another major setback? Why did these things keep happening to me? Although things were looking pretty grim, I’ll never forget the gift I received as I drove home from work that day. I was in great distress, wondering how I would ever find another job, and then from somewhere deep inside a voice calmly announced, “This change will probably save your life.”
So I decided to reframe this crisis into an opportunity. For more than a decade, I had been halfheartedly trying to transition into a different career. Perhaps this was my once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to change everything at once.
Severance pay and unemployment checks provided me with a few months to myself to confront some of my deepest fears and demons. I began to question every choice I had ever made. This was my chance to expand my mind and my options. What had I missed by making the decisions I’d made? What aspects of my true self had I tried to ignore all these years? What parts were now begging for proper attention? I was on a journey to fully understand the first half of my life, to make the second half better.
Risky Business: Finding Love Later in Life
Living on the edge like I never had before, I knew my safest move was to find work in librarianship. But I wanted more. Back and forth I struggled in my mind, between doing the “safe” thing and trying something new and exciting. My intuition kept telling me to watch one of my favorite movies, Risky Business. I finally did, and then I knew why. The famous line, “Sometimes you just have to say ‘what the f***,’ and make your move!” spoke directly to me.
I would pursue my own version of a risky business. Since I hated my options for dating and I definitely needed a job, I started my own matchmaking service for those over forty. I chose to offer a highly personal option and spent hours interviewing every client, getting to know them well enough to fully understand their needs. I loved my time with them, and the experience also brought up brand-new challenges within myself. After marriage had turned out to be such a disappointment, did I still believe in love?
Through my business, I arranged lots of fun activities and met many decent, interesting people looking for love later in life. I even had a few success stories as a professional matchmaker, but I didn’t meet anyone special for myself. Still, my clients’ hopes and dreams, and their willingness to put themselves out there, gave me the impetus to do the same.
I began to sit in my safe, grounded sun porch and read old cards and journals from decades past. I was on a quest to understand love, why it lasts and why it doesn’t. I wondered if I had ever truly experienced romantic love in my life, and became focused on the one that got away.
No, not my ex-husband, heaven forbid, but a ruggedly handsome mountain climber I had lived with and loved in my early twenties. We were together for only a couple of years in the late 1970s, and it had ended badly, but while it lasted, it had been my first taste of unconditional love. Where was he now? Why had things gone so wrong between us? How could I still believe that love was possible after so much disillusionment and disappointment?
Against all my better judgment, I felt an overpowering urge to call him up. I could not get him out of my head. He had a distinctive name, so I had no problem finding his address and phone number, but should I? I tried writing him a simple, non-threatening letter first, but never received a reply. I waited a whole year and then wrote again. Still, nothing.
So one bright July morning, while sitting in my sunroom for fortification, I casually gave him a call. Twenty-five years after our last conversation, he sounded fabulous! He even seemed pleased to hear from me. We had always found it easy to talk with each other, and that hadn’t changed. We spoke for a couple of hours about the many years that had passed. It all felt so warm and familiar. And at the end of the conversation he said, “Thanks for calling—you made my day!”
We continued to talk over the next month or so, and I slowly fell back in love with him. At first, I held out hope that love might return between us. But as we spoke, I realized this was not the reason for our renewed bond. For decades I had blamed myself for the failure of our love affair. He now told me the truth, how severe depression had ruined his relationships and ruled his life. He apologized for the trauma he had caused in mine.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/45682 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!