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Midlife Clarity


Epiphanies from Grown-Up Girls


A WOMAN’S WISDOM IS ONE OF THE EARTH’S greatest natural resources. With a perspective that only a certain number of years on earth can bring, the thirty-two women in Midlife Clarity show that midlife can be a release of our true self, a chance to be free of others’ expectations, and a time to inventory our blessings.


 


With personal anecdotes, essays, short poetry, and plenty of humor, Midlife Clarity focuses on issues common to every woman. Whether the topic is men, self-discovery, death, or struggle, each woman finds those small moments of satisfaction and joy that, after all, are what life is all about. Their midlife musings are at once basic and sublime, obvious and profound, individual and global. They inspire us to welcome change in our own lives with the same humor, grit, and strength.




 


Cynthia Black is the president and editor in chief of Beyond Words Publishing, an industry leader for the past eighteen years in publishing spiritual books that inform and inspire. She is the co-author of Spiritual Writing: From Inspiration to Publication and the editor of Our Turn, Our Time: Women Truly Coming of Age. Laura Carlsmith is a freelance writer and editor who believes strongly in the power women have to inspire and encourage each other. She is the editor of numerous non-fiction books, a co-author of Boys Who Rocked the World, and a contributor to The Unsavvy Traveler: Women’s Tales of Comic Catastrophe.
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WHO, EXACTLY, ARE GROWN-UP GIRLS? THEY’RE THE women who’ve figured life out, more or less. They’ve figured out what exactly in their life needs to be cherished, what requires their dispassionate attention, and what they can dismiss as pure baloney. They are women who’ve shredded the script they followed when they were younger. They’ve found a way to get through each day (or most days) without blame, reproach, or anger. Somehow, they’ve arrived at a fundamental contentment. These women work without whining, not because they’re silent martyrs, but because they choose to do the work, to exercise their talents, for themselves and for the people in their lives. Some women have their “midlife” moment of clarity at twenty-four; others are fifty, still in a fog of frustration, looking for and holding on to slights, and presenting a pinched face of tension and stress to the world.


This definition of midlife clarity came to us from Jane Foley, who envisioned a book of stories by women who finally “got it”—and who, at midlife, when they were most surrounded by life, arrived at the clearness of vision that can inspire the rest of us, when our lives seem chaotic, filled with minutiae, obligations, and despair. Her vision happily resulted in this book, for which we asked hundreds of women to send us stories of their moment of insight and clarity. From their responses, we have found these gems—some of which made us cry, some of which made us guffaw, and others that seemed as if they could have been written by Everywoman.


We like how one of our contributors, Saundra Thurman-Custis, describes her epiphany and the lesson she gained from it. It came one afternoon as she perched on a kitchen stool, watching her husband passionately massage the finish on his Volvo, and wishing she were getting some of that same tender, loving attention: “When you find yourself unfulfilled, understand that you’re only at a turning point. Nurture and develop your gift, get your life back in balance, and determine to maintain that balance.”


She and the other grown-up girls in this book will make you laugh out loud or nod in empathy as they coolly appraise their lives (and the people in them) and make the changes they need to make to emerge from the shroud of others’ expectations.


For another contributor, Satori Shakoor, her moment of clarity came after a confrontation with a cell phone junkie who was sitting behind her in a movie theater. After a hellish week, during which she endured the effects of rapidly encroaching menopause and nicotine withdrawal, she was hoping for a respite at the movies. Not a chance. After listening to the woman’s ringing phone and play-by-play commentary of the movie, she snapped. After a loud and to-the-point confrontation with the woman, she slumped back into her seat, feeling both angry and embarrassed about her outburst, and looking for support from her man. Instead of a comforting hand, she finds rejection: only a stingy baby finger, extended reluctantly. It was then, in the dark theater, she had her moment of midlife clarity. She writes, “I see in that limp, uncharitable finger the truth of our relationship.” From that moment on, her life hasn’t been the same. (And neither has his.)


For Barbara Helen Berger, her epiphany came at a young age, when she realized, in a sudden flash of insight, that she had to choose between birthing her art or birthing a child.


Sandy Kay Bryant’s clarity is almost palpable, as she writes of baking bread in her wood stove: “It matters what I feel and notice: the silky dough beneath my hands, the grain and color of the wood as I feed it to the fire, the light of morning sun slanting through the window and making latticework shadows on the raisin bread recipe. These are healthy moments in the body of my life.”


For others, moments of clarity came in the most mundane of places. In the grocery store checkout line, Jeanne Faulkner was maneuvering her two overflowing carts when she realized: “What I’ve got here is a two-basket life, full of everything and more of some things than most can handle.” Emerging from the details of our everyday lives and rising above them to see them in perspective: that’s the clarity we need to appreciate what we’ve got, change what’s not right, and laugh at our quirks.


The women in this book, for the most part, are not iconoclasts breaking down societal barriers. Their stories aren’t about fixing lives that were broken. They’re about women evolving into their best selves: women pulsing with lives of their own choosing. They’ve inspired us to laugh, to strive, and to be true to our gifts and our goals. We hope they’ll also make you laugh, cry, and appreciate what it is about your own life that is clearly wonderful and unique.


Cynthia Black and Laura Carlsmith
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Midlife Clarity


Jane Foley has worked as a sonographer for over twenty-three years. Such intimate work with people’s bodies somehow causes them to spill their hearts and souls as she examines their insides. From years of heartfelt discussions over fearful, hopeful, and joyful times, Jane has learned a lot about the human condition that stretches far beyond the physical body.


Jane grew up in southern California. She took off at the age of twenty-four to work in Saudi Arabia for a few years and then moved to England, where she lived for three years. She now resides on the island of Maui. She is also an accomplished musician and composer.


IT HAPPENED RIGHT BEFORE MY VERY EYES! I HAD unexpectedly popped in to check on a friend who was struggling with many aspects of her life. Just the day before, her teenage son had bent the family car for the third time, Mr. Wrong was caught in his ninth lie, and the child-support check had not come—again.


“How are you doing?” I asked, noticing there was something different about her today. She vented about that day’s new problem, which I think had something to do with cash flow or, more specifically, the lack of it. I reminded her of a trick my ninety-two-year-old grandmother had taught me. Whenever I complained about an insurmountable problem, she would say, “Put yourself one year forward in time and ask, ‘Will this matter next year? Will I even remember it?’ Listen to an old lady, and know that nine times out of ten it won’t!”


While she digested my grandmother’s advice, I paused, and then added, “You know, girl, after forty-eight years, need I remind you of that old adage—God never puts more on your plate than you can handle.”


She sat for a long moment, then looked me straight in the eye and said, “Right now I’m very clear about one thing: I need a smaller plate!”


She sat smiling in contemplation for a while before she again spoke. “I think most people would call what I’m going through a midlife crisis, but they’re wrong!” She almost shouted as she sat straight up in her chair. “This is not a midlife crisis, this is midlife clarity!” The voice that made this announcement was strong, confident, and clear, almost as if a new person had appeared behind my friend’s desk. It seemed as if a butterfly had just emerged from the confines of its cocoon and taken flight. She leaned back in her leather chair with a new air of poise and self-reliance, as her eyes wandered upward in thought.


Midlife clarity? She hadn’t been clear about anything in her life for a long time, I thought, as I sat observing what was almost a physical change wash over her. In the past year she seemed to have completely lost herself: divorce, single motherhood with two teens, great challenges with her profession, a current dysfunctional relationship, and an ex-husband continually hauling her into court. I guess this was why she wanted a smaller plate, I thought, laughing to myself.


We had been friends for twelve years, casually and professionally, yet for some reason our lives had only recently begun to interconnect on a regular basis. Why now, I had wondered, would our relationship grow close after so many years? I soon found out, as our lives continued to weave together until I found myself hovering on the edge of her midlife whirlpool, strategically poised to throw her a lifeline—the kind of lifeline that can only be thrown from someone in the sisterhood, the lifeline we women earn after weathering many storms.


I returned my attention to her. The moment—yes, at forty-two I remembered my own well. The lifeline I had been attempting to throw her had been earned through years on my own journey of self-discovery, struggle, and, at one point, truly losing myself. Just like my friend in her own whirlpool, I too had navigated through waters I never belonged in to find midlife clarity. Afterwards, I began to see other women move along the same course I had navigated in my thirties, when I found that core essence of “who I am” and began to be comfortable with myself. My “who I am” moment was that same moment my friend was experiencing now; a moment of clarity—midlife clarity!


My thoughts turned to memories of my life before my “moment.” I had met a wonderful British man when I was working in the Middle East. We had connected on a level that was that once-in-a-lifetime love. Wow, it was wonderful! I remember thinking, “I now know what it’s like to be walking on air.” After a few years in the Middle East, we moved to England. As an American, I was enchanted by its tradition, history, and beauty. I made girlfriends and slotted neatly into the English life. What I couldn’t see was that, piece by piece, I was slowly losing myself. The more time passed, the more of who I was faded into my fiancé’s life. I couldn’t work, as a foreigner in another country; I didn’t have my American girlfriends; and my fiancé’s world began to develop into my own. I didn’t know it but I was lost.


It wasn’t until I returned to the United States that I realized how lost I really was, not until I began to interact with my girlfriends and feel the early signs of empowerment. The sisterhood to the rescue! It took about three years to regain myself, with the help of my friends. And then the moment came—and it came with a bang! Nothing specific set it off, it just came.


Midlife clarity is a process that usually begins in one’s thirties and culminates when you wake up one morning, look in the mirror, and see yourself. Not the self you saw yesterday or the self you saw when you were in another country or the self of the last decade. You see yourself stripped of all the trappings of other’s expectations, ambitions, or dreams, liberating your core essence. There is no asking, “Who am I?” You know. You stand tall, you walk proud, you command respect, and you instill confidence in yourself and others. It’s clarity, exponentially cubed! You are no longer overwhelmed by life; you are instead wonderfully surrounded by it, capable of handling most of what life can deal out.


Surrounded by life! This is what midlife should make you think; yet, all too often, midlife has the stigma of crisis attached to it: “My milestone birthday,” “I’m over the hill,” “I’m having a midlife crisis” “I’m so old,” or “God, I’m depressed; I’ve really done nothing with my life” are comments commonly heard from women approaching forty.


The word midlife can conjure anxious thoughts of that pension plan you’re going to start tomorrow, a lost youth, or even of your own mortality. Then the moment comes when you realize, this is the point in life we all long for, not dread: the point where you find yourself braver than you ever believed, stronger than you ever knew, and willing to clarify the rules you now play by to anyone who crosses your path. It’s groundbreaking!


You may be driving in your car, sitting quietly at your desk, or drowning in that whirlpool that sucks you down and around so that you feel there is no way out. Oprah spoke about “that moment.” She, like so many others, said it’s as if a lightbulb just came on. Like clockwork, midlife clarity happens, sometimes on a woman’s exact fortieth birthday.


For years I have known this process existed. People watching has always been a favorite pastime, and I’ve noticed that at about age thirty-five, something begins to click in a woman’s brain. She may notice it on a conscious level or may have only a niggling feeling. She may feel as if someone had just introduced her as a new member of the family. Those courteous words we are all taught to say, “Nice to meet you,” could never have rung so true.


Not everyone lets it in, but not letting it in is akin to knowing you need to shed that extra fifty pounds, and then not even trying to lose them. The fear of looking good may be what is stopping you: you may have to fend off offers for dates or feel you must now perform sexually. But if circumstances allow, and if a woman is not afraid of introducing her new self to her old, the process commences. You might hear her husband comment, “This is not the woman I married! She would never have said that or done that in the past.” That’s when I say, “You go, girl!”


You may be saying, “Yes! I know exactly what you’re talking about!” When you’ve gone through your moment of clarity, you then have a great perception of the early signs of the process in others. That’s when you can place yourself in a position that supports, informs, and throws a lifeline when needed, until your struggling friend comes to the moment of her own midlife clarity.


What a privilege to have been in my friend’s office to witness this transformation, the moment her own midlife clarity was born. On that special day, it was obvious to me that another stage in the maturation of the human species had just been labeled, a stage that had either gone unacknowledged or was considered a negative rather than the monumental, positive facet of human growth that it is! That moment, midlife clarity, is a right of passage just as real and important as puberty.


Let there be no mistake. The moment of midlife clarity is not where easy street rolls out and the world becomes a kinder, gentler place. This is the kick-off of the second half of the game of life. There will still be penalties, intercepted passes, and yes, the quarterback will sometimes get sacked. But then there will the touchdowns, many field goals, and every now and then even a safety.


Play the game. Play it hard, because this is midlife, and what could be better than being surrounded by life?




Barbara Helen Berger
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Dishes


Barbara Helen Berger is an artist who began in fine art, having studied at the University of Washington, Yale, and Tyler School of Art in Rome. During a decade of painting and gallery shows, a feminine and symbolic vision developed in her work, which she then carried into children’s books. She has now been writing and illustrating books for twenty years. Her titles include a classic bedtime picture book, Grandfather Twilight (Philomel Books, 1984), and Gwinna, a girls’ initiation fairy tale (Philomel Books, 1990). For her, the creative process has always been inseparable from her spiritual life. She has explored both Christianity and Tibetan Buddhism with wonderful teachers, both male and female. In her fifties, she has begun circling back to fine art, and is now writing for adults as well. Her personal essays have been published in Crone Chronicles, Snowy Egret, and Healing: 20 Prominent Authors Write About Inspirational Moments of Achieving Health and Gaining Insight, edited by Lee Gutkind (Tarcher/Putnam, 2001).


Barbara lives on Bainbridge Island, near Seattle, with trees all around her studio. Her Web site is www.bhberger.com.


I STAND HERE AT THE SINK, HOT WATER RUNNING INTO the dish tub. Steam rises to warm my face. Through the window, with its film of unwashed weather, I see that an earlier mist has dissolved between the trees.


What a fine tradition—a window above a kitchen sink. At home, where I grew up, you could see raindrops on the blossoms of our plum tree. We had no machine to wash the dishes then, and our sink was old-fashioned, low enough for girls like my sister and me. Mom wanted us to help. But the sink was full, more often than not, when she came home from work, late in the day, laden with grocery bags and in time to make supper.


She stared at the heaped-up spoons and bowls crusted with Cheerios, juice glasses, and knives smeared with peanut butter. Even now I can see her face as she fumed in silence, gripping the edge of the sink while she ran the water, eyes shut against the steam. A few words exploded, “How thoughtless you children are! How many times do I have to ask?”


My own face burned. Picking up a dish towel, I knew my hands were too late. I couldn’t make up for always forgetting, all those hours after school. But it was hard to grasp how a sink full of dirty dishes could be such a last straw. I had no conception of going out to a job day after day, coming home to cook, iron Dad’s shirts, fold the sheets, herd us through our homework, hold us all in the arms of endless love, and collapse into bed with no hope of getting up early to write. When we were small, before her outside job, Mom woke at dawn to sit in the precious solitude at her desk. Now her poems would have to wait, month after month, year after year, in the secrecy of her notebook, in a lost room of her soul. I had no idea what that was like. But I knew Mom gave us all she had.


I look down at my own sink now, to the bath of hot water in my dish tub. Five white china plates are covered with swirls of red the color of pickled beets, purple as plums, red as raspberries and wine. But this is paint, not food. I’m standing at the sink in my studio. Across the room behind me, a large canvas sits on an easel. I’ve been painting an intricate pattern, dabbing first with a rag, then brushing into the random shapes in shades of red that make me think of the secrets of blood inside the body. For days I’ve been squeezing crimsons from tubes, mixing them with water and polymer medium on these plates. Now I will let them soak awhile. The dried acrylic colors do not dissolve, the water remains clear. In a few minutes the skins of paint will be soft, easy to scrape away.


In the meantime, I will wash the brushes. Who gave me a first taste for mixing colors? It must have been Dad. I remember sitting at a big table in his studio-office, my little sister beside me. He let us use his own tempera paints. He showed us how to swish the brushes in water to keep the colors from turning to mud. The tempera had a smell that made me happy.


When I was thirteen, he took me to Seattle Art on 8th Avenue downtown. We were there for hours, looking at tubes of oil color, canvas boards, wooden palettes, and brushes standing in rows. One after another, Dad took a brush to dab and stroke in the palm of his hand, as if he were painting. I did too and felt the spring of the bristles. He bought me a selection of sizes, flats and rounds with long green handles. The bristles came from hogs, he said, but they were blond as a palomino’s mane. I was planning to paint horses.


The occasion was my first real painting class, on Saturdays at Cornish School. I already knew the way on the #10 Mt. Baker bus. I’d studied ballet at Cornish for years by then. The painting class was up the same three flights of stairs, just down the hall from that big familiar room with its wall of mirrors and the Chopin, always Chopin, swelling from the piano. This time, I would walk right by it and enter another world, filled with a forest of easels.


The teacher, Mr. Frolich, had white hair and an accent. He carried a long tradition of art upon his shoulders. Chopin etudes oozed in under the door as we stood at our easels around a still life—lemons on a rumpled cloth. The dance of our brushes, halting, searching, dabbing from palette to canvas board, never quite had the grace of Mr. Frolich’s hand tracing the curve of a lemon in the air.
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