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AUTHOR’S NOTE
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PART ONE

PRELIMINARIES
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Introducing the Challenge


Not in their goals but in their transitions are people great.

adapted from RALPH WALDO EMERSON

Why read a book about tough transitions? Aren’t these rough patches as count-on-able as rain and as normal as crabgrass? What more needs to be offered than perhaps a gentle admonition to buck up and move on or, on a really difficult day, a steady hand of support? No one wants to give time to words that only belabor the obvious, even if those words do aim to be inspirational or encouraging.

This book is about something more than inspiration or encouragement (though I hope it’s that, too). Its purpose is to distill the most current information available related to tough transitions—from science, philosophy, the arts, ancient spiritual thought, medical studies—and to show how individuals have used this information to navigate their way through some of life’s most difficult times.

Tough transitions are inevitable. But the fact that they are inevitable does not mean that they have only to be suffered through with clenched teeth and fisted fingers. Information exists—if we can find it—and ways of thinking and behaving—if we can do them—that can give us a facility to navigate through tough times with more insight, understanding, and sense of direction. I’ve written this book to offer just such a possibility.

Your Transition Is Not My Transition

If we look back over our lives, each of us can make a long list of transitions we’ve experienced. Some of us can create a list just by calling out what we’re in the middle of right now. Try putting a mark by the side of every situation listed here that you’ve dealt with or are experiencing now, and you’ll see what I mean:


_____ moving

_____ changing careers by choice

_____ losing a job

_____ getting married

_____ dealing with illness (yours or someone close to you)

_____ experiencing an empty nest

_____ caring for elders

_____ taking a new job

_____ retiring

_____ losing someone by death

_____ being divorced, separated, or left

 _____ facing one’s own aging

_____ experiencing failure

_____ downsizing

_____ dealing with financial loss

_____ having a baby

_____ looking for work

_____ having someone go to war or come home from war

_____ living in a country you weren’t born in

_____ losing sense of security

_____ going to or coming from war

_____ having a new grandchild

_____ choosing a public alternative lifestyle

_____ losing a baby

_____ finding adoptive birth parents/child 

_____     becoming a stay-at-home mom

_____ blending two families


As you look at your own list of transitions, you note that each is a different kind of challenge: this one hurt for years . . . that one is a challenge but a bit exhilarating . . . this one shook everything in my life . . . that one brought at least as much joy as hard work . . . this one makes me angry as a buzzing bee . . . that one knocked the breath out of me. A short list of three or four transitions matched with the challenge or emotion or experience will illustrate this variety in intensity, pain, duration, and effect on well-being.

Here are a few of my own transitions matched to my experience:

•	Moving to a strange city for a two-year job assignment in my husband’s work: disoriented, feeling of emptiness, excited, challenged by daily essentials, feeling I had stepped out of my real life into a vacuum, lonely, sense of enormous opportunity. Looking back, now that I’ve been home a couple of years, I’d say that that transition, though difficult, particularly at first, was much more positive than negative.

•	Caring for elderly parents with health problems: discouraged, tired, confronted, sad, watching for any breakthroughs made in medicine or science that might help, anxious about their daily well-being, angry when they wouldn’t accept help that was available in the community, wanting to be with them as much as possible because I loved them so much. That transition was many years long—ended only by their deaths eight days apart and the start of a new transition—and was mostly hard, though there are many memories from that time that warm my heart today. And now I am a font of information for my friends who are just starting into a similar transition with their elders.

•	Changing careers: scared, excited, surprised, jolted by ideas and ideals slamming into reality, experiencing loss, supported by others, required to learn over and over, gratified. This transition had a long blank spot in the middle; it was several years after I left my position as a tenured, full professor before I felt grounded in my new career as a writer. Because I initiated the change entirely, I had expected a much quicker and smoother transition. But I didn’t know what I didn’t know. I really didn’t have a clue what personal fears I would face, what I would have to learn to become a woman good at the business aspects of another career, what long, up-front investment I would have to make of my time and hard work before I could hope for any return.


Your list of transitions will show a similar variety of pluses and minuses, loss and gain, pain and satisfaction, long and longer duration.




When each thing is unique in itself, there can be no comparison made.

D. H. Lawrence




When we talk about transitions, then, we are not talking about cookie-cutter situations. Every transition concerns a particular individual living a specific set of experiences. That set of experiences varies just as personally and uniquely as individuals themselves differ from every other human being on the planet.

A Paradox: Different, Yet the Same

Even while each of us lives out a tough transition in our own unique way, we are all standing on the same threshold. A threshold that marks the passage from how things were to how things are going to be. Anthropologists write a lot about thresholds, those times that mark an individual’s leaving one way of life and beginning another. Any of us would smile if we look at the origin of the word threshold in Old English, where it refers to a thorn, then going all the way back to the Danish, where it means to thresh or beat with a stick. That’s how a lot of transitions feel when we’re experiencing a tough time.

What is living on a threshold like? What is normal when we find ourselves propelled into a tough transition?



The word threshold in Old English refers to a thorn. In ancient Danish it means to thresh or beat with a stick.



People who study such things say this: Standing on a threshold and living a transition is a time of “betwixt and between,” a time when we feel as if we are traveling through a realm or dimension that has few or none of the qualities our lives will have in the future, a time that can be compared to feeling invisible, being in the wilderness, falling into the dark, living in floating worlds. There can be terrible ambiguity and confusion.

At the same time, finding ourselves on the threshold in a tough transition can be viewed as an enormous opportunity. It is a time when we can be inwardly transformed and outwardly changed. A time associated with major reformulation, open-endedness, and possibility. Instead of a time of what is, it is a time of what can be. At any moment the way we ordered our thoughts and actions in the past can be revised. There is a strong chance that we will come up with ways of thinking, ways of making connections and relationships, that we have never experienced before. We may break free from old ways of thinking and come up with new ways we want to live.

It is all this that we share in common, no matter the specificity of our individual transitions. We share the experience of living a threshold event, of navigating ourselves in that “floating world” between how they used to be and how things will be.



Leaving the old, both worlds at once they view

That stand upon the threshold of the new.

Edmund Waller



The Promise of This Book

Once I joined a small group of women in exploring a part of the Mojave Desert. We left behind the world we knew so well—asphalt highways, running water, road maps with markings printed in different colors, bathrooms, and Starbucks coffee—to enter a wilderness. There were no set markings and no clear path. Even our guides got lost on several occasions and we had to retrace our route to attempt to find some kind of landmark.

Gradually, however, all of us—guides and neophytes alike—got better at reading the terrain and recognizing the signs that nature provided. We learned to make a distinction between a dry creek bed that would be safe to camp by and a wide crevice that was likely to become a rushing torrent when the rain fell. What had begun as only twenty shades of brown—ground, bushes, cacti, jackrabbits, roots—became, as we grew more and more familiar with the wilderness we were exploring, purple and gray and red and soft sage green. We were learning the territory. Over the days we came to know more and more what to expect and could appreciate the diversity that lay before us rather than fear it.




Life offstage has sometimes been a wilderness of unpredictables in an unchoreographed world.

Margot Fonteyn, dancer



This book exists as a guide through the unfamiliar terrain of tough transitions—a way to help us recognize the potential that change brings; for whether you are literally or figuratively in the desert, the mere knowledge that a trail exists can help immeasurably. Many experts have studied these wildernesses of change that we traverse as we retire, blend families, lose money, change jobs, move house, age, tend elders, grieve the absence of family and friends, deal with chronic illnesses, and watch the kids grow up and leave home (or come back home, as is often the case now).

In addition to reading experts’ findings, I have personally experienced my share of tough transitions: divorce, sudden death of a young husband, job loss, career change, suicide of a grandfather, remarriage including blending families, several moves, illness of parents and then death of parents eight days apart, to name a few. And I have talked to dozens of friends and acquaintances about their tough transitions.

From the research of the experts, from my own experience, and from the wisdom of friends and acquaintances, I describe in this book the territory of a tough transition—the terrain that is similar for all of us, even though our individual transitions are personal and specific. No matter the exact nature of our transitions, we share many things in common.

We all start the transition in a place of uncertainty, newness, unfamiliarity, and potential strain. We all must, at some point, take stock of what our options are, what we can and can’t do in a particular situation, what will help us move forward and what will suck us down into the quicksand of apathy. We all take steps into new places as part of navigating a tough transition, practice, fall back, practice again new ways of thinking and new models of living. We all have the opportunity to create a life that includes in an honest way the implications of the tough transition without our being defined by or identified by that tough transition. And we all have the possibility of achieving what Dr. Heinz Kohut calls “victorious outcomes” from our tough transitions. We can all be not just survivors but, in spite of the hard times, thrivers.




. . . through ditches, over hedges, through chiffons, through waiters, over saxophones, to the victorious finish . . .

Edna St. Vincent Millay



If you let it, this book will serve as your guide to describing the passage through tough transitions. You can learn what people have done who have stood on the threshold and then stepped out into the unknown and the unfamiliar. You can be taught—and inspired—by people who walked out into the wilderness and lived to tell the tale.
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Surveying the Terrain


A plague upon it! I have forgot the map.

HOTSPUR, in HENRY IV PART I

A wife speaks of her husband’s job loss:

What a Valentine’s present. Fortunately, we had exchanged our gifts and cards that morning before he went to work. He told me after supper, “I’ve got some bad news. I lost my job today.”

“What in the world happened? I can’t believe this.”

“I couldn’t either,” my husband replied. “Sam walked in my office out of the blue and said, ‘The merger’s gone through and duplicate jobs are being eliminated. I’m afraid yours was one we lost.’ I just sat there stunned.”

He went on with more details about the merger—how many people were losing their jobs on both sides, other friends of his who were also affected, the kind of outplacement services that were being provided. But everything he said sounded to my ears like blah, blah, blah. All I could think about was that this was it for six years of hard work with this company. Moving the kids a thousand miles away from their grandparents so he could take this job. Working on the weekends. Being gone on business trips sometimes three weeks at a time.

Now, it’s find another job. Move again, just when the kids are ready for junior and senior high school. Uproot, give up, start over . . . I felt like throwing the dishes on the table against the wall.

A husband talks about his divorce:

I was standing in front of the bathroom mirror, combing my hair. She was in the doorway, her head tilted, leaning up against the doorjamb.

“I think I’m destroying our lives,” she said, her voice so low I could hardly hear it.

“You’re not destroying our lives,” I retorted. “You’re just moving to another city for a temporary job assignment. A job assignment, I might add, that lets you use the talents and skills you’ve worked hard to develop over the past several years.”

Maybe I was trying to be the modern, sophisticated partner; but I also in that moment meant exactly what I said. A year was not a long time in the span of an entire career. We would meet on most weekends, either here or there. And I had always loved the architecture in the city where this job assignment was taking her. Now I would have many opportunities to visit.

But perhaps that afternoon she knew something deep inside her that I didn’t. Something about the dangers of tilting a couple’s equilibrium. Something about where she wanted to go in life and thought that I didn’t. Or she might have just been giving voice to the kind of fears that come anytime human beings face the risk of making a change.

Whatever the source, my wife’s remark about our life being destroyed proved prescient. For that’s exactly what happened. There was never anything really dramatic. She didn’t fall in love with someone else. I didn’t decide I preferred the role of a bachelor. She just moved on.

Moved on in her interests (“I’ve cut back on my eating-out budget,” she told me one night on the phone, “just so I could buy a season ticket to the opera. I’ve discovered I love opera!”). Moved on in her relationships (I didn’t have a clue after two or three months who the Betsy was she went to yoga with every Tuesday or what Mark and Meredith looked like who came over to her apartment on Sunday nights for supper). Moved on in her goals (“They want me to stay on here for a few more months . . . I think I’m being considered for a big promotion”).

So was the beginning of the end of a marriage. It took nearly three years before I could accept that this was the way things were going to go. I think she was ambivalent, too, at the beginning. It’s nobody’s fault, really. But that didn’t make filing for a divorce one whit easier. And how it all came about doesn’t matter when I’m sitting in my apartment at night thinking about how I’ve got to get a whole new future.

An adult daughter talks of her aging parents:

Between the squeaking of the pedals and the lapping of the Frio River against the sides of the paddleboat, my husband and I did not at first hear the voice from the side of the bank. Finally the sound was loud enough for us to catch the words: “Yoo-hoo! Yoo-hoo!” someone was calling.

It took a few minutes to turn the boat in the current. In fact, we had to go almost as far as the Blue Hole at the bend of the river before we had enough berth to make a circle and head back toward the lodge and the stranger calling to us from the bank.

It was a trip that took way too long not to imagine a hundred different scenarios of what could be important enough that someone had needed to come to summon us.

I was anything if not alert when we got back to the dock. In fact, it was as if everything were in crisp Technicolor. The peeling gray paint on the side of the paddleboat, the knurls of the brown-almost-black roots growing out of the side of the riverbank, the blue skirt of the woman who was waving.

“An emergency telephone call just came in for you,” the messenger said, reaching for my hand. “Your father has had a stroke.”

So began the saga of the last epoch of my parents’ lives. From that day on the Frio River forward for more than a decade, my husband and I, my parents, my siblings . . . all of us were required to reorganize most everything around us to respond to the winding down of two beautiful people’s lives.


And so begin our tough transitions.

Powerful situations, one commentator calls them.

Cornered horror, another asserts.

A crucible, is a poet’s description.

It’s like entering another country, says a researcher. A country that is a speechless, undefined, empty place.

Somehow, transitions are bigger than problems. Transitions are also more than just a change. Yes, we are required to solve problems, lots of them, when we are in tough transitions. And, yes, transitions require many, many changes. But tough transitions are different. They are just what the term transition suggests: a time when we ourselves are in transit.

No Guide in This Territory

My dictionary tells me that to transit is to pass over, across, or through. I read into this definition that there is some kind of barrier present, maybe a high granite mountain to climb over, a rushing river to ford. Or at least a distance to travel where you are neither at the place you left nor the place you are going to.

And when my friend says to me while we’re having a cup of coffee on her back porch, “During a time of transit it’s natural for everything to seem foreign and weird,” she means these words as comfort. What she is suggesting is that a tough transition is a process . . . just as my dictionary also confirms: transit (noun): the process of passing from one form, state, or stage to another. A passage.

And it only stands to reason that when something—or someone—is in process, going from one form, state, or stage to another, things will be pretty much a mess. Formless, changing by the moment. Like that amoeba we used to watch under the microscope in high school biology—a blob of squirming protoplasm that kept shape-shifting, extending what my science teacher used to call a “finger” of protoplasm here, a “false foot” there.

To make matters more difficult, we are expected to be brilliant at work, have fun at our cousin’s wedding party, and keep the household running smoothly through all this upheaval. “Regular life” marches right on. We may be ricocheting like a silver shot in a kid’s pinball game, but we still have to catch the bus at 9:04 and decide whether or not to sign the kids up for summer camp by the fifteenth. No matter that we are dealing with a situation that has knocked us winding—the “world out there” will cut us no slack.

And I’m afraid—in spite of the fact that we are transiting in another country, a country that is an undefined, empty place—there are no signs that say, “Go this way.” There is nothing that looks familiar. What we need is some kind of map of the terrain. But who has been into this territory and lived to tell a coherent tale?

Well, it does happen in the movies. As a metaphor at least. Remember the heroine Nicole Kidman plays in Cold Mountain who goes through all kinds of travails as she waits for her beloved to return from fighting in the War between the States? Though there are pains and dangers, upheavals and despairs, we see her in the last frames of the movie, out under the trees playing with her little daughter, enjoying a meal with family and friends. If you like the classics, you’ll probably remember Jeremiah Johnson. The Robert Redford character, who came to be called the Mountain Man, goes into the Rockies shortly after the Civil War and lives to come out a dozen years later knowing how to navigate the roaring rivers and to make a fire in a blowing snow. “You’ve come a far piece, pilgrim,” the old trapper tells him near the end of the movie. “Feels like far,” answers Jeremiah Johnson.

And Lewis and Clark—with a lot of help from Sacagawea—did finally make it to Astoria, where they could stand on the cliff and see the Pacific Ocean. They went south sometimes when they should have gone north; carried their boats on their heads across the rocks to a river that then turned out to be missing; ran into black bears and lost their compasses. But they did finally traverse the unknown continent. And we have their maps and journals to prove it.

So Many Tough Transitions

Life gives all of us a curriculum. What we glean from our experiences with this curriculum may be called common sense, accumulated wisdom, or just barn raising and quilt making in the village. But regardless of what we call the learning, when individual experiences amass from enough of us, they become a wellspring of knowledge. And sharing this knowledge is what makes us a community.

I learned this personally a number of years ago when my young husband, in perfect health, dropped dead one late July afternoon. I found my way out of that undefined, empty country only because of the generosity of people around me who told me their stories and gave me their clues. From these others’ experiences, I made my own map for moving through and out of the territory; and I’ve spent my time ever since trying to add my contribution to the wellspring of knowledge. Isn’t that the best way any of us can say “thank you”?

Like everyone else, I didn’t get just one chance to learn about tough transitions. They do seem to come in all shapes and sizes. And we seem never to get to the end of them. There’s changing careers, moving to another city (or another country), losing a job, taking care of (and then losing) parents, being left by someone we had committed to or ourselves doing the leaving. There’s the kids moving out (or back in), our own aging, the retirement account crashing, rebel cells that act up and wreak havoc in the body. There’s changing careers, having a baby, blending two families, and retiring. There’s the loss of memory, of flexibility, of patience. There’s the shock from betrayal, the anger from unprovoked attack, the confusion that comes when what we had always been able to count on in a moment disappears. There’s death, disaster, and despair. Yes, I’m afraid we all know what it is like to live in what seems like at times nothing but a series of—or worse, a set of simultaneous—tough transitions.

Drawing a Map of the Terrain of Tough Transitions

Over the years I’ve tried to understand as much as possible about these tough transitions. I’ve wanted to survive, of course; but I’ve wanted to do more than that. I’ve wanted to survive with well-being. Since on any given day I—like you—am likely to find myself in the beginning of yet another tough transition, is there anything that, if I could know it, would guide me through the undefined country? Anything that would say, not “Here is what you are supposed to do,” not “Here are the 1-2-3 clear and simple steps,” but “Here is some accumulated wisdom from people who have traversed this terrain and reflected upon it. Here are offerings of experiences from people who have paid attention.”? I wanted those experiences culled into one usable implement . . . but none existed.

So, after reflecting on the challenges of tough transitions for more than twenty years, I sat down with a talented friend of mine and said, “Help me draw a map of the terrain of tough transitions.” I had in mind something like what Aristotle used when he wrote his how-to manual for students preparing to give public speeches. He covered subjects such as how to make emotional yet ethical appeals to the listeners and how to deliver a speech most effectively. In addition to giving sensible and useful advice on organization and presentation of these public orations, Aristotle also offered guidance on how to find something to say, or finding the “best” thing to say.

Aristotle’s advice went something like this:

Picture your mind as a land with several kinds of places or regions or haunts in it. These places (called topoi in Greek; “topics” for a loose translation) stand for different kinds of ways to view or think about a subject. Just as each part of the country—desert or mountain—would have a climate of its own, Aristotle said, so each area of the mind has its characteristic way of thinking.

[image: art]

It was this figurative, picturesque way of describing different mental processes that I wanted to use as a model in “mapping” the terrain of tough transitions: What were the different “places or regions or haunts” that one moved through while going through the process of transition? What would the “climate” of each of these particular places be? What could one expect to find in the different locales that make up such a map?

See pages 24 and 25 for the map we came up with.




What we want from a map is help in getting someplace, not description and analysis of the soil. That can come later after we find out where we are.

James Peterson



Identifying a Map of Orientation

There are maps that we use to determine a route to some destination. There are also maps that we use to orient ourselves. Think about arriving at a shopping mall or a state park. You enter and find your way to a display. On this display will be a map. This will be an orientation map. If you are at a mall, the map will show you where all the stores are, where the restrooms are located, where the escalators go up and down. And there will be the words “You are here,” with a bold X marking the spot. You now see where you are standing in reference to the various options on the map and can decide what you want to do next. If you are at a state park, the map will show you the names of various buildings—here’s the canteen where you can get a cup of coffee, here’s the visitors’ center where you can see an educational video. You’ll also be able to see the names, locations, and probably length of the hiking trails. The waterfalls, the lakes, the scenic drive will all be indicated on the map. Again, you’ll see the words, “You are here,” and X will mark the spot. Based on your own plans and interests, once you see clearly where you are, you set out to enjoy yourself in the park.

The map of the Terrain of Tough Transitions is a map of orientation. It is not a map that shows you how to get somewhere. This map identifies the kinds of experiences that are normal when we are moving through a time of change. This map offers clues as to what we can expect at different points as we process through the transition. It tells us what clusters of experiences predominate at different points on the map. We can place our own X on this orienting map and say, “At this moment I am here.” We can determine, based on our own needs and interests and wishes, how and when we move around on the map.

Turning a Map Into an Illusion

If someone attempts to turn an orienting map into a route-describing map, such an action creates an illusion. A map of orientation does not begin to suggest where the visitor will go or what the visitor needs to do. It merely details what is present at the site. Everything else is left up to the individual. The map is a static depiction of the location. But let’s say that we take this orienting map—we’re at the state park—and mark on it our movements through the day. We might first have gone for a hike on the Azalea Trail and then doubled back to find a restroom, then turned right to buy a bottle of water, and then walked a mile or so to the lake and rented a canoe. All these movements marked on the map would make the map look very messy—and certainly very personal and individual.
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The same is true as we move around the map of the Terrain of Tough Transitions. Though our movement through the experiences depicted on this map occurs more or less in a unidirectional sequence—we usually start in Responding, for instance, and rarely find ourselves at Renewing before we’ve been in at least one or two of the other places. This does not mean, however, that the movement through a tough transition is clear, 1-2-3-4, do this today, and then do that tomorrow. And it especially does not mean that the map is route-describing: you should be here, you will go there, here is the order to follow as you go shopping in the mall.

To the contrary.

Using an orienting map like the Terrain of Tough Transitions, we find that the process is often messy, recursive, unpredictable; it overlaps, doubles back on itself. We don’t “do” Responding, mark those experiences off our list, and make a note to “do” Reviewing next Tuesday before dinner. We don’t know where and how many places on the map we might be on any given day. We think we’ve reached a certain point in our progress only to find ourselves back where we were a month ago. All normal. All to be expected. And we can find ourselves in a transition where the practicalities of our daily experiences would put us smack in the middle of Reorganizing while our experiences of making meaning of the situation would put us in our inner life in Renewing. So we can experience the same transition—with its different demands, its different ramifications—in several places on the map at the same time, in our inner and outer lives. Transitions are complex; the human being and the human spirit are complex. We deal with tough transitions at many dimensions, so nothing can be boxed and tidy.

Making a Map of Orientation Useful

An orienting map can’t predict where we will go. It can’t direct what we should do. What such a map offers is a way to check in, locate oneself, and identify what people and research says is normal at various stops on the way. The map offers distinctions. It provides a cluster of experiences that are common: this is what you may expect; this is what people have done that worked when they found themselves in this place. In a sponsored study of change, loss, and transition, the National Academy of Sciences asserts that there is a process through which people can move: “Although observers divide the process into various numbers of phases and use different terminology to label them, there is general agreement about the nature of reactions over time.”

“Oh, these are the experiences, thoughts, questions, emotions I have at this moment,” one of us might say. “Let me remember what facts are known about this; let me remember what stories real people have told about this; let me remember what is normal so I won’t think I am off-the-wall.” Or we might think this way about the usefulness of the map: “At the emotional level I feel this, but at the take-action level I have to make some important decisions tomorrow. Let me remember the map and think about the tensions between how I feel and what decisions I am being required to make now. How have others lived out tensions like this?” The Map of the Terrain of Tough Transitions with all the commentary about it, then, serves as a reference tool that we can return to as we experience yet another aspect of the transition.

Now let’s explore the map. What are the characteristics of the distinct areas on it? Where will we locate ourselves? It would be a good thing for each of us to choose a tough transition we have already experienced in our own lives and track that transition on the map as we go from location to location. Test out the research findings for ourselves. Determine what parts of people’s stories correspond to our own and what value we can find in that correspondence. Perhaps draw our own maps if we find deviations or differences.

As murky as a tough transition can be on any given day, there is also a lot of clarity available in research and in people’s lived experience about the ways of thinking and acting that help us move through these transitions. Thank goodness, we don’t have to reinvent the wheel. And there is good news about the end of the process. More than one researcher asserts that it is possible to find yourself at some point feeling that the tough transition is now integrated into a “new normal.” That you experience equilibrium again. That you can make some kind of meaning out of the whole experience. Creative outcomes, victorious outcomes, what we can reasonably expect . . . these are the terms scientists use to describe the achievements and accomplishments we find in our lives as a result of the hard work we do in moving through the tough transition. I must say for myself that when I’m slogging through a tough transition even the possibility of achieving creative and victorious outcomes at some point in the process is enough to make me feel, if not certain, at least optimistic.





PART TWO


NAVIGATING THE MAP




1

Responding


Blue soul, dark road.

GEORG TREKL
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For most of us, the first responses we have to the news of a tough transition do not reflect our best performance. While we’d like to be calm, we’re unsettled and upset. While we know we’d do better if we were centered and stable, we instead tilt and spin. Instead of focus and concentration and wise decision-making, we experience the inability to sit still or remember useful things or find what we are looking for. It’s difficult to consider the situation from different perspectives while we are being swept along what feels like the rapids on a Class VI river.

Two important shifts occur simultaneously when we are required to respond to some news or event that launches a tough transition. First, our physical bodies go into emergency mode. We can do nothing about this. It happens involuntarily. We can, however, work to understand what is happening and make decisions that intervene in or assuage the dangerous results of this physical assault. At the same time, our assumptive world—the way we expected things to be, the way we had worked for things to be, the way life is supposed to be—shatters like a glass globe hitting a stone floor. Depending on the kind of transition presenting itself, we are surprised, euphorically lifted out of ourselves, taken aback, confused, startled, confronted, unsure, mad, resigned, overwhelmed. Our personal world, as we knew it, has changed. We can only notice that what gave us meaning and what provided a sense of direction are no longer present and count-on-able. Until we are able to create a new center that holds, we feel in limbo, or at least in a very strange and new place.

If knowledge is power, it will help us enormously to approach the terrain of the Responding experience with as much information as possible about the body’s reaction to tough transitions and the challenges we face when we lose our assumptive world. Let’s begin with our emotions.

Emotions Haywire

You’d think that we humans would be wired to begin problem solving immediately when a disrupting change occurs in our lives. But instead we are wired to react with our emotions. The triggering of our emotions can do us a world of good if we need to run to get out of the way of a fast-moving bus, but they can cause a problem when we need to make well-thought-out decisions or step back from a situation and get our bearings. Our emotions exist, of course, to help us stay alive. Scientists tell us that there is always some part of us—our emotional center—that is trying hard to keep us “in a positively regulated life.” They tell us that this regulation, in fact, is “a deep and defining part of who we are.” Emotions exist to keep danger away or to help us take advantage of opportunities. They help us “maintain the coherence of [life’s] structures and function against life-threatening odds.”

But to have our physical body go into emergency mode, causing a cascade of biochemical and neuronal responses just when we need to be able to marshal every rational resource we have, only adds to our problems. (Researchers have even pinpointed where in the brain these responses occur: If we’re sad, that emotion was probably evoked, for instance, in the ventromedial prefrontal region. Negative emotions like fear and anger usually trigger in the right frontal cortices.)

So when we find out that we have lost a job or a parent has to go into a nursing home or retiring turns out to be a disappointment or a relationship falls apart or the reality of moving to a new city sets in, our emotions fire into action immediately—

perhaps as quickly as 120 milliseconds after being triggered. Realizing that there are one thousand milliseconds in a second, it’s difficult to grasp how quickly the emotions spark. But if a hummingbird wingbeat rate is .02 seconds and the blink of my eye is .025 seconds, clearly 120 milliseconds (where a millisecond is .001 second) is too fleeting a time for a human being consciously to obtain control of these emotions.




How fast is emotion triggered?

120 milliseconds (millisecond   is .001 second)

Hummingbird wingbeat: .02 seconds

Blink of an eye: .025 seconds



When the emotions respond to the disequilibrium of a tough transition—and these tough transitions can be good events like getting a promotion or making a windfall on an investment as well as bad events like being betrayed or losing a family member—the body immediately secretes various hormones. For instance, in the brain trauma center where arousal, responses, and memories are integrated, there is an increased production of CRH, corticotropin-releasing hormone, which produces anxiety-like symptoms. Chemicals such as catecholamines are released, “emergency-mobilizing” chemicals that synthesize in the neuronal cells of the brain and the sympathetic nervous system. As we become more and more stressed by the tough transition—again, whether we consider the transition good or bad—the chemical levels increase and our central nervous system becomes highly stimulated. Perhaps we feel giddily euphoric and may act devil-may-care. Perhaps we’re anxious and can’t sit still or concentrate.

So much is happening in our body that it is little wonder we overreact when someone speaks normally to us or we feel so despondent that we don’t think we’ll ever have a good day again. How can we be our smartest and best selves when our hearts are beating faster, when our blood vessels are literally constricting and even rerouting the blood flow? No wonder we tense up, for our emotional responses are causing our muscles to contract. We come down with a cold or the flu because the T cells that protect our immune system have changed roles. Our breathing may become defective. The autonomic, physiologic, biochemical, and endocrinologic systems are all affected. The adrenal system is activated. The body’s homeostasis has been disturbed. We’re in a chronic hyperarousal state. So we don’t sleep well; have difficulty concentrating; experience outbursts of anger or irritation; find ourselves jumping at the slightest noise.

What else can we expect as our emotions continue to run amuck? What else is normal?

Upon realizing that we are faced with some circumstance or situation that might affect our life’s coherent structure, we get volleys of reactions in the body that actually change the environment in the belly, entrails, intestines, and bowels. “It feels like I’ve been hit in the gut,” we are likely to say. “I’ve got butterflies in my stomach,” another might say. “My stomach’s in knots,” responds someone else.

These reactions rearrange the muscles, and sometimes even our body’s skeleton, in particular patterns for particular lengths of time. We might snarl, frown, grin, grimace, or suddenly see new lines on our face. We might say things spontaneously like, With this windfall, the world’s my oyster; This makes me so mad; Oh no, I can’t take this; I’m confused. We may make all kinds of sounds like moans, giggles, growls, frantic laughter. Our body postures might change as a result of these emotional charges in the brain. We might hug everyone in sight, jump up and down, clap our hands, strike out, clutch our stomach, grab for a chair, bolt, fall down. Our emotions and the responses to them may produce specific patterns of behavior, like calling everyone we can think of on the phone, writing a lot of checks, turning away, running, standing in paralysis, striding back and forth. The brain, too, produces pictures—if it’s an unwanted event, the pictures will be the worst scenario possible—and, naturally, these pictures become the focus of our attention.

In this emotionally charged state, we don’t have good physical coordination. We can’t run our daily lives as smoothly as we did. Even the simplest thing seems harder to do. Our brain and our eyes don’t coordinate the way they did, or our brain and our hands. We don’t feel our normal freedom and power to act. Every negative emotion that is triggered by the tough transition puts us outside our regular range of operations. If the emotion is related to a happy transition—making a great investment or getting engaged, for example—we may find ourselves not taking prudent care, overspending, not paying attention to details, not being responsible in the ways we know to be. If the emotion is related to a less than happy transition—not getting a promotion or hearing a diagnosis of illness, for example—we may find ourselves lashing out in resentment, withdrawing in despair, soldiering on in resignation.




Sometimes we feel like a sparrow caught by cat’s claw.

Dame Julian of Norwich, fourteenth-century scholar



How does all this look in a real-life situation? Let’s listen to an adult granddaughter speak of her emotional response to feeling betrayed by her grandparents:

The night after the funeral my cousin handed me the will. I saw that I had been listed with my grandparents’ hated ex-daughter-in-law and my stepsiblings who had disowned my grandparents more than twenty years before. Everyone in this list was to receive $100, the bequeath being a legal maneuver to say, “Yes, we know these children and this wife of our late son exist; but we are making sure that they know by this action that they have no part in our lives.” I was devastated, not by not getting a lot of money, but by being included in this list of people my grandparents hated. I had not disowned them when the family fell apart after my father’s death. In fact, I had given the eulogy at both of my grandparents’ funerals. I was family. But, suddenly, with this line in the will, I knew that for more than two decades the relationship with my grandparents had been full of hypocrisy on their part and had ended with this cruel act.

My emotions went wild. I said almost nothing at the time and, I think, showed no emotion outside. But inside my heart was beating so fast and hard I could feel it against my blouse. I felt something like a lava flow of anger move from my stomach up my esophagus to my throat . . . actual heat that I could feel moving up, up, and up. I wanted to scream. And when I got back to my hotel room, I did scream. I took one of the plastic glasses from the sink and crushed it and then threw it across the room, crying all the while. And I yelled, “Was everything for the past twenty years a lie? Have you pretended to love me when all along you considered me one of the group you despised?” For two weeks my emotions continued to shake me violently. And even now, a month later, I have an internal response that feels like nausea when I think straight on about the situation.


Let’s extract the emotions this adult granddaughter records experiencing:


My emotions went wild.

My heart was beating so fast and hard I could feel it against my blouse.

Something like a lava flow of anger moved from my stomach up my esophagus to my throat.

I wanted to scream.

I did scream.

I took one of the plastic glasses from the sink and crushed it.

Threw it across the room.

Crying all the while.

I yelled.

Two weeks later emotions shake me violently.

A month later, I have an internal response that feels like nausea.


When we remember that our emotions exist to help us keep a positively regulated life and to maintain the coherence of life’s structures, it is easy to understand why this educated adult woman reacts in these ways. The coherence of her relationship with two grandparents to whom she had felt so close that she gave both their funeral eulogies has splintered. Her positively regulated life—thinking she was beloved of her grandparents, thinking she was a central part of their lives—now appears to have been an illusion surrounded by hypocrisy. Her emotions have erupted because she has lost the coherence and the positively regulated life she thought she had. Until she finds a way to quiet these ferocious emotions, this granddaughter will be off keel and not able to think and act as productively as she would like. Yet, even though the emotions are causing intense stress and upset, they are a normal response in this life-changing circumstance.

There’s another kind of emotion that we often experience during certain types of tough transitions: a low-grade, ongoing, chronic emotion that doesn’t slap us around but does always seem to be there, pulling our energy level down and nagging at our sense of well-being. After my father had his first stroke and even though it was a relatively mild one, I had a sadness that stayed with me. I knew that, at his age, this stroke was the beginning of a stage of his life that could only go down and not up. He had to stop driving, which both reduced his independence and created an extra burden on my mother. When he found that he couldn’t stand up long enough to work the corn and collard greens he had planted around the yard, he was upset. (Though I might say, not daunted, for he figured out how to keep on gardening, even if he had to raise sweet potatoes in a washtub.) I just knew after that Saturday morning of the stroke that his and Mother’s life would never be the same. And I was sad with a kind of sadness that, though it wasn’t debilitating, didn’t go away.

I’ve seen mothers of babies who died unexpected crib deaths accommodate the emotion of fear that keeps cropping up when they have other children. I’ve seen adult children of alcoholics have to keep working to transform their anger at childhood traumas into something useful and productive (and be successful at doing so). Such emotional responses, I’ve come to see, are just part of the cycle of living and can only be honored, not explained away.

Emotions Numbed

We all know people, however, who, when faced with a tough transition, act as if nothing has changed. They are efficient, calm, seemingly unflustered. Are certain people, then, immune to the commotion of their emotions? Doctors and scientists say this: “It may well be that in time of stress some people’s brains secrete special neurohormones that allow them to register or recognize what has happened to them in a piece-by-piece way. Some part of a person may respond to unwanted or disrupting news by closing down so that the situation won’t feel so overwhelming.”

Yet for the neurohormones and the defenses even to go into action, the individual had to know that something disturbing, disruptive, or unusual had happened. So while those whose brain temporarily fends off the reality of the situation may be protected for a time from realizing the full external implications of the tough transition, nothing protected them from the immediate internal knowledge that something had changed and that their previous equilibrium was threatened. In order to receive temporary protection from reality they must have registered the tough transition on some level. It was the undeniable registering of that immediate internal knowledge that triggered the neurohormones that now allow them to appear calm or unfazed by the transition.

Furthermore, nothing protects these people from the damage of repressed emotion if they do not, at some time, stop to acknowledge the impact of the situation. Fortunately, for most people who at first seem unfazed by a situation, this moving toward acknowledging the event evolves naturally. Slowly, in a time right for each individual, the reality of the transition presents itself. Perhaps she acknowledges how much money she’s been spending in celebration of the promotion. Perhaps he realizes that, in response to a loss, he has been irresponsible in taking care of his health. Another person will awaken to the damage she is doing to herself by hanging out with the wrong people. Someone else may realize suddenly one morning that he has not even started to grieve and needs to. For some, this acknowledgment brings collapse after weeks or months (or even years) of being strong and efficient. For some, it brings clarity that a change in behavior is needed. For some, it brings a storm of emotions as powerful as if the situation were happening today. For all who are finally in touch fully with the emotional response to the transition—no matter the challenge of responding to those emotions—their lives can now be lived with freedom and authenticity.

In fall 2004 I spoke to a large group of doctors, nurses, health practitioners, and hospice directors in Mobile, Alabama. I talked some about the purpose of emotions, and I spoke about unacknowledged emotions and the toll they take. Following the question-and-answer period, a highly qualified and experienced nurse approached me at the front of the room with an astonishing story. Her words went something like this:

While you were talking, I realized that I have been stuck in my life for the past twenty-one years because I would not acknowledge my emotions. When my husband left me more than two decades ago, I reacted by acting as if nothing bad had happened. I prided myself on keeping myself together, always showing a sunny face to the world. But today I see how much that has cost me. The anger I have always felt but refused to show has given me an ulcer. I have lines on my face that age me beyond my years. I’ve gained nothing by living this way. It was such good news today to realize that, even though it is twenty-one years later, I can acknowledge all the emotions I have been denying and start to live a freer life.


This woman’s comments demonstrate that the emotions are always present. It is up to us whether we acknowledge them, when, and how.

Emotions and Social Connections

As if the physical upheaval of the brain and body were not enough, there is another set of emotions that are triggered as part of our response to tough transitions. Along with the primary emotions of fear, anger, disgust, euphoria, sadness, and happiness come the social emotions: pride, contempt, jealousy, envy, embarrassment, shame, guilt, indignation, contempt, and sometimes sympathy.

I remember instantaneously being swept up in the emotions of embarrassment and shame the day the new president of the university where I was a faculty member told me that my part-time duties as assistant to the president would end the coming September. It wasn’t that I wanted to stay in the president’s office. In fact, the previous president and I had exchanged notes some months before, in which I told him that I wanted to return full-time to the department where I was a professor so that I would have the summers off to write. Nevertheless, I descended immediately into an emotional tailspin when the new man said, “Your job will be eliminated.” I wanted to be the one who resigned; I didn’t want to be someone who had not been chosen. I wanted to instigate my own transition, not have it instigated for me.

Amazing . . . I was a grown woman—in fact, a soon-to-be tenured, full professor—sitting in that chair listening to the university president. But the images that flooded my mind in that moment were of an eight-year-old girl standing on the gravelly red dirt of the school playground with the rest of Miss Flegal’s third grade students. Steve Slack and Frances Farmer were choosing people to be on their softball teams. One classmate after another was picked—even Faye Hudson who wasn’t big as a minute and hated to run—but I was still standing there. Total embarrassment. Little yellow pique dress. Not good at this, always throwing my bat. The hot sun coming down, trying to keep my balance on the slope of the hill behind Rossville Elementary. Everyone being picked but me, a bit on the chubby side, stringy hair that would not stay curled no matter what. Miss Flegal standing in the background. Having to play softball whether you wanted to or not . . . So that day in the president’s office at the university, when I was told I was not being chosen (for a job I had already said I didn’t even want, for jimminy’s sake!), I turned into a blob of upset protoplasm. Embarrassment. Shame.

Why, any sensible adult would wonder, do tough transitions trigger social emotions like shame and embarrassment? Why do we feel guilt related to a transition event, even while our friends argue that the guilt has no rational basis? Emotion, after all, is all about “transition and commotion.” So while reason might say that it is silly to be embarrassed because we lose a job we didn’t even especially want, our social emotions say otherwise. It may well be that these emotions are “terrible advisors.” Yet “advise” us they do.

Identifying Our Assumptive World

When we understand that our emotional system is automatic and hot-wired, we can start to make sense of the immediate—and even recurring—outbursts of energy, displays of anger, feelings of guilt, and even the long nights without sleeping. But why the ongoing sense of emptiness? Why the experience that we are now living our lives in a vacuum? Why, when we know there is nothing to do about this situation except to make changes, take care of business, move on and forward, etc., etc., etc., are we unable to shake this stuff off and get on with it? After all, we know how the world works: life isn’t fair, things happen, everybody ages, justice is not always done, things never stay the same, you win some/you lose some, life without change would be stale—all those things we read every January on giveaway desk calendars.
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