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Caution: While reading Honey, They Shrunk My Hormones, you may guffaw yourself right into a hot flash! (Don’t ask how I know.) I’m telling you, this lady knows her hormones and calls them by name—and I recognize every cotton-pickin’ one of them. Been there—and am still doing that! True girl talk for the estrogen-deprived among us. Hooray, we are not alone!

—Patsy Clairmont, Women of Faith Speaker; Author, Mending Your Heart in a Broken World

I am one of those women Caron talks about in Honey, They Shrunk My Hormones—too young to feel this old and in denial about the realities of midlife, while knowing it is inevitable. After all, my girlfriends are complaining of being hot and hostile. Yet, at forty-four, I am blessed by no physical signs of the pending doom. Through Caron’s light touch and inclusive research, I now have an understanding of what is before me, I know that there are better ways to handle it than denial, and I see that there are perks amidst the pain—even rewards for living through it. I would never have read a medically oriented tome until I was in a state of crisis. Through this book I am both equipped and entertained.

—Marita Littauer, President, CLASServices, Inc; Speaker; Author of You’ve Got What It Takes and Love Extravagantly

Honey, They Shrunk My Hormones is a laughter-filled journey into “middle age.” We may not like it when our eyes start drooping, our shoulders start stooping, and our fat cells start grouping, but as Caron reminds us, getting older is definitely something to celebrate! So go on, get out the oxygen, take a deep breath, and blow out those birthday candles. Life is grand!

—Martha Bolton, Comedy Writer; Author of more than fifty books, including Didn’t My Skin Used to Fit? and The “Official” Hugs Book

It has been said that we read books so we will not feel alone. Rarely has any book served that purpose so powerfully for women navigating the scary season of menopause. With her Christian perspective, refreshing honesty, and terrific sense of humor, Caron Loveless tackles even the most taboo topics of a woman’s midlife journey. Pour yourself a cup of tea and dig into this treasure when the fears, discomforts, and anxieties of menopause threaten to overwhelm you.

—Nancy Beach, Teaching Pastor and Programming Director, Willow Creek Community Church, South Barrington, Illinois

While I’m still on the other side of midlife, I’m glad to know that when I get there, I won’t have to walk through that stage of life alone. In Honey, They Shrunk My Hormones, Caron Loveless gives honest, vulnerable, and sometimes gut-wrenching glimpses into that season beyond youth. She shares with grace her experiences, fears, and surprise blessings that come with aging. Whether you’re called a “ma’am,” or you’re still a “miss,” you won’t want to miss this girlfriend’s guide to—gasp!—growing older.

—Ginger Kolbaba, Managing Editor, Marriage Partnership magazine
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For Lauren and Leslie, who, rumor has it, used to get out of bed at night and whisper through the wall outlets, and who, even at this late hour, still let me be the big sister.

In loving memory of our mom, Peggy Jo Chandler,

and for you, my lady-boomer friend.

Just because everything is different, doesn’t mean anything has changed.

—Irene Peter
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Pardon Me, but Your Midlife Is Showing

Inside every older person is a young person wondering what in the world happened.

—Cora Harvey Armstrong

Like most girls growing up, I had heard tales—myths—about a journey to the advanced State of Womanhood somewhere near a place called Mount Menopause. I knew some brave, ancient women who had ventured there. But what did they have to do with me? Those women were saggy and slow and bought shoes that were kind to their feet. I was young and thin (but a good eater) and could lay by the pool day after day—even at high noon—with nary a dab of sunscreen.

Then one husband, three children, and four pant sizes later, the wind shifted. A cold breeze blew in from the north, and with it came something like the sound of my first Timex watch. For a while I couldn’t place it, but then I knew: It was the tick-tick-tocking of a flesh-focused clock that the God Who Never Changes found necessary to install in me and you and every woman of every tribe and tongue, rich or poor, in sickness and in health (no thanks to Eve). Each year the clock got louder and louder, until its deafening sound woke me up most nights in a panicked sweat.

Then the ticking stopped. And there it was in the distance, no mistake: the first glimpse of that mythical Mount Menopause, spandexed across the horizon, big as my life.

With this revelation came the sudden urge for a fresh perspective, I knew I’d need wisdom beyond my current grasp if I hoped to scale the slippery slopes that loomed in front of me. So I took to scouring books and magazines, asking questions, and jotting down observations—until, finally, this book was born.

I don’t know how close to the mountain you are, but trust me. Even if the evidence seems weak at the moment, before you can say, “You couldn’t pay me to wear glasses,” you will be hurled headlong into a maze of midlife odysseys that the God Who Never Changes allows in our lives in order to launch us (I believe) into an even higher altitude of feminine effectiveness.

Some days it feels like the end of the world, but it’s not that at all. It’s just the end of the world as we have known it. And as dreadful as that sounds, there are any number of upsides to one world slowing down and a new one cranking up, which we will explore in the pages ahead.

What’s in It for You?

Perhaps you picked up this book because someone you care about is approaching midlife, and you think she could use a little boost. Okay, we can work with that.

Or maybe you are one of those women whose mother, wonderful as she was in so many ways, accidentally failed to mention the severity of certain anxiety-producing, heat-generating, life-altering experiences you are encountering right about now—and this omission has created a gnawing curiosity to find out what else she forgot to tell you. Or perhaps you’ve grown more than slightly annoyed with the uncertainty and inconvenience of this new life “season,” and you wish someone would come along and help you sort some things out.

If these or other weird, uninvited feelings have begun pestering you, then, sister—honey, come on down!

If you are still clinging to the mid-to-upper thirties or lower forties, Honey, They Shrunk My Hormones can be your guidebook, chock-full of eyewitness, in-depth, gut-honest reporting intended to prove beyond reasonable doubt that, indeed, midlife is real, and real women go there.

If you are heavily invested in your forties—or beyond—you might consider the volume you hold as a lifeline. Its most significant benefit will be the comfort and cheer you’ll get from knowing that a woman much like you is surviving and learning to thrive through this often uncertain “phase”—even if her kids do think they can make it without her, and her mind has put up a vacancy sign, and she does have some “back fat” (plus a mean set of bunions), and she might as well not own the World’s Most Comfortable Bed for as little sleep as she gets these days.

Honey, They Shrunk My Hormones is about way more than estrogen, progesterone, and night sweats (though we do give these topics an honorable mention). Consider this book a virtual micropedia of the joys and afflictions that often accompany women in “second adulthood.” In its pages:

You will be taken for a wild, Consumer Report-like ride with a frightened first-time mammogram-ee.

Certain strange, new developments will be openly confessed.

You’ll meet the cute, bouncy girls at my local health club.

I will attempt to prove that if the Eternal God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ doesn’t have an earth age, then we probably don’t either.

We’ll consider the immense value of a little “good grief.”

We’ll also kick around how it feels to dismantle the family you’ve spent twenty-some years constructing; the importance of a good pair of tweezers; what to do the first time someone calls you the G-word; and 122 semisignificant things we should probably know by now. And that just gets us started.

It’s Not Just Me

Just so you know, in order to keep this book from solely being skewed from my perspective, I sent a carload of midlife questionnaires to strangers, family, and friends in places like Maui, Hawaii; Greensboro, North Carolina; Chicago, Illinois; British Columbia, Canada; and Titusville, Florida. You can read excerpts of some of the frank and funny responses I received from them in the sections called “In the Chat Room.”

Most of the women in the chat rooms are married with children. Some are single, divorced, or widowed. Some are in second marriages. A few have babies and preschoolers, some have kids in elementary, but most have preteens or older. They are nurses, office assistants, teachers, sales managers, estheticians, small-business owners, full-time moms and homemakers, and women in full-time ministry. The statements are their own, with minor editing. A few names were changed by request.

In addition to sending out questionnaires, I gathered two focus groups of midlife-ish women in my home for two nights of midlife girl talk. Chapter 3 is a composite of those meetings.

And then, since I did not have children later in life, I asked my good friend, Leslie Aziz, to share her musings on the experience of midlife maternity. Those are found in chapter 15.

All together, what you hold in your hands is a gift to you and your friends: a collection of lip-grinning, heart-nudging, truth-telling talks about our thrill ride as midlifing women. It is an eclectic collage of some of the issues we all face at this curious stage in our lives. Ultimately, it is an unveiling of many of the things God wants us to learn and to become—taught in the furnace of the most significant, most stretching, and most glorious growing up he has ever asked us to do.

I hope you laugh. A page or two might make you cry. Mostly, I hope you’re encouraged to find that you’re taking this trip in good company.

But I trust in you, O LORD; I say, “You are my God.” My times are in your hands. (Ps. 31:14-15)


[image: Image] In the Chat Room


Anne, 48: “Midlife seemed to come too soon. I wish I had enjoyed my twenties and thirties more, when I didn’t have hot flashes, gray hair, kids leaving home, low sex drive, parents to care for, and wrinkles.”

Joann, 59: “When you’re older, people think you’re wise; they don’t expect vitality and bubbly bouncing around. If you bubble and bounce, they’re amazed. You don’t have to worry about being pretty all the time, which is freeing.”

Mary Lou, 51: “I work with younger people, and that keeps me young. I don’t think they view me as much different from them.”

Martha, 49: “In my younger years I depended on my appearance to gain favor, so I feel I have to get over that shallow way of relating now.”

Jackie, 46: “It always surprises me when others don’t view me as a young person—like the time I was riding the hospital elevator up to the maternity floor where I work, and a lady asked if I was a new grandmother!”

Annette, 46: “I still feel as if I’m in my twenties.”

Ginny, 42: “I see my daughter doing cartwheels and splits and can’t believe I can’t do them anymore.”

June, 59: “I try not to focus on my physical self as much; I try to look past the exterior. In fact, I find myself much happier when I keep the focus off myself and put it more on others. Self-image is just not that important to me anymore. But when I look in the mirror, the person I see on the outside is not who I feel like on the inside.”

Cathy, 42: “The fact that I look older doesn’t bother me, because I know who I am in Christ. I’m a result of all the experiences God has allowed in my life.”
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Has Anyone Seen My Hormones?

I can be changed by what happens to me, but I am not reduced by it.

—Maya Angelou

If there is one word most associated with middle-aged women, it’s hormones. Everywhere you turn, it seems, our hormones are on display. They’re in the news, in commercials, on billboards, at the doctor’s office, in magazines, on talk radio—(not to mention certain catchy book titles). Yet despite all the day-in and day-out publicity given to our fickle, fluctuating endocrine glands, there are still a number of mysteries that we need to solve.

For example, why, when we’re in the prime of our lives, is it suddenly necessary for our female hormones (which were doing just fine) to shrink, and for other hormones (dare I say, male-type hormones) to surge? Since you’ve probably been puzzled by the same question, I’d like to share with you my own theory on this highly disturbing subject.

To be perfectly ethical, let me say up front that the scientific community has yet to recognize this theory. But anyone who has ever seen the movie Back to the Future 2 knows that while scientists are, by and large, brilliant and can, even with-out the aid of a calculator, predict with pinpoint accuracy how long it will take a Siamese cat traveling at mach three on the back of a killer whale to orbit Pluto and return to Earth, they are still light-years away from unraveling all of life’s unsolved mysteries—particularly the ones having to do with the female anatomy.

In other words, on this subject, my guess is as good as theirs. And I think it’s within the realm of possibility that at the point of conception, we girls are given a microscopic squirt of male hormones that lie perfectly dormant in our bodies for, oddly enough, about the same time it took the children of Israel to find the Promised Land. Meanwhile, our counterparts (the boys) are blessed at conception with a generous, God-given glut of male hormones that pretty much have a field day for decades riding broncos, racing monster trucks, and bursting water balloons on poor, unsuspecting motorists.

Then one day out of sheer exhaustion (check this out: also around age forty), the man’s hormones begin to fizzle out. How do we know this? A sure sign that a man is minus some male hormones is when you see him slumped on the couch watching cooking shows and showing zero interest in stalking his wife around the house like he used to.

Now comes what I call the “hormonal fruit basket turnover.” In an effort to help us make good (to the very end) on his command to “be fruitful and increase” (Gen. 1:28), at this crucial point God arranges for the wife’s secret stash of male hormones to briefly—but briskly—kick in. Suddenly, out of the blue, she becomes loud, aggressive, and even runs around the house stalking her husband. (And sometimes he lets her catch him!)

So there you have it: a perfectly reasonable explanation for the confusing, schizoid behavior of midlife females—and for all those cute little late-in-life “surprises” we see born to some stunned midlife couples.

Entering Midlife U

I don’t know why more people haven’t picked up on this theory. I suppose it is hard to stay current with all the latest biological breakthroughs in women’s health these days. But no one ever told us that in order to survive this season of life, we would have to become proficient in pharmacology, psychology, biology, endocrinology, physiology, cardiology, oncology, dermatology, gynecology, ophthalmology, theology, proctology, cosmetology, podiatry, and naturopathy, not to mention reading. (Think of all that fine print on your vitamin labels.) Burdened with a class load like this, no wonder we sometimes get cranky.

Of course the men at my house claim to have my hormone fluctuations down to a science. They say that even from a distance, they can spot my hormonal juices percolating. According to these guys, at the slightest rise in my vocal pitch, a sophisticated audio detection device gets triggered in their brains, alerting them to head for the garage and hand out the riot gear. You’d think this would offend me or hurt my feelings, but it doesn’t. I am very much aware that these guys are men, and at certain times their hormones get cooped up and need a little workout. So you see, all things do work together for good.

Fortunately, God made the reorganization of a woman’s hormonal structure a gradual process. Which we appreciate, because if we went through the change overnight, upon entering the menopausal atmosphere we would instantly incinerate—since, some experts say that a single hot flash is capable of raising a woman’s temperature seven or eight degrees in mere seconds. Special consideration—and lots of room—must be given to those women who go through the change overnight by way of a hysterectomy. I won’t get into this procedure here except to note, in passing, the curious correlation between it and the word hysteria.

Decisions, Decisions, Decisions

These days women are asked to make a lot of crucial decisions about their bodies. Again, we try; but it takes a genius to figure out which piece of advice has our name on it. Should we take hormone replacement therapy (HRT) and take our chances with an increased risk of breast cancer, or should we forgo HRT and die someday from the complications of osteoporosis? Are we or are we not helped by HRT in the heart disease department? Will we gain more weight on HRT as some report, or lose, as others claim?

Experts say we should go all-natural. Other experts say we should do HRT for its long-term benefits. Wise women take HRT. Other wise women do not. Always, it seems, a new study comes out to sway us from believing the last one that proclaimed it was the definitive word on the subject.

Experts tell us that estrogen is involved in at least three hundred bodily processes. And when it dips below levels the body has come to expect for thirty years, no wonder chaos ensues. Apparently, everything from the brain to the hypothalamus gets confused, and with that goes the regulation of our sleep, temperature, appetite, libido, periods, and general sense of well-being.

The fact is, each of us possesses our own unique blend of flustered internal circuitry. Gail Sheehy, in her book New Passages: Mapping Your Life Across Time, writes: “Menopause is as individual as a thumbprint. No two women experience it alike.”1 That means we can’t simply do what our friends are doing; we may not have the same symptoms or feel them with equal intensity. Sheehy also writes that some 20 percent of us will breeze through menopause with nary a scratch, while the other 80 percent will have to cope with multiple combinations of twenty different menopausal (and premenopausal) symptoms.2 As a result, narrowing down the best options for us may take months, even years. It’s enough to make a girl pull her hair out—if she has some to spare.

Prescription for Progress

When it comes to these kinds of choices, I’ve decided to live by three phrases: read it, weigh it, then test it.

Reading is easy. We certainly don’t lack for information on this subject. A plethora of books, medical pamphlets, and Web sites dedicated to women’s health are available to help you make informed decisions about your body. I have to admit that for a long time my problem was not finding the data; it was carving out time to do the research. I have several good books on the shelf. I just didn’t stop long enough to study them early on. As a result I endured a number of uncomfortable symptoms longer than I probably needed to.

Weighing the information is more of a challenge. I’ve found that it helps if you list your symptoms then compare both the natural and pharmaceutical options for relieving them. An important person in this process is your doctor. Make sure you have an OB/GYN you can trust—someone you’re confident will give you the best medical counsel based on your one-of-a-kind needs. If you don’t have a doctor you can talk to, make the effort to find a woman’s hormonal health specialist in your area.

Don’t just talk to medical people, however. Ask God for his mind on this matter. After all, he’s the one who created you and your hormones. I learned this one the hard way. Even though I knew better; even though I often quoted, “If any of you lacks wisdom, he should ask God, who gives generously” (James 1:5); even though I understood that all decisions are ultimately spiritual decisions—still it wasn’t until I reached a boiling point that I realized I hadn’t consulted the Holy Spirit about my changing hormonal situation.

If you’re married, why not ask your husband to pray with you? And while you’re at it, share crucial information with him. Invite his input. Then go the way that brings you the most peace.
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