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Zen & the Art of the Midlife Crisis	
Around the world, many cultures recognize the age of 50 as a threshold to a deeper spiritual exploration.  Elders are respected for their wisdom and experience, revered for their accomplishments, and given the permission to rest and reflect.
	In America, however, it is often described as a time of hormones run rampant.  Women joke about hot flashes and men see an opportunity to trade in for a younger, blonder sports car.  Marriages break down and careers are abandoned.  Family and friends look on with astonishment and whisper suggestions of an intervention until, unknowingly, they too begin to dance their own particular version of the common ailment known as Midlife.
	We look at our lives in detail and seek solutions to our unhappiness, finding answers on the outside, purchasing relief through compulsive activity and distraction.  In this culture, too often we measure ourselves by bank accounts, the size of our homes, toys accumulated, or the awards and degrees of our children.  Comparisons to our neighbors easily stir competition and judgment, no matter how centered we may want to feel. Our only faith is that the condition is temporary and sanity will one day be regained.
	Obviously triggered by the shift from unlimited futures to an impending and inevitable finale, like leaves changing colors, the time can also be full of beauty and serenity.  We can examine our dreams still within reach and determine which to keep and which to let fall away.  We can honor what has been accomplished, and make adjustments in our habits to focus on those things we have learned are most important.
		Ask most anyone we meet on the street: life is described as hectic, too full of details, a daily race to accomplish just a portion of The List we need to do.  We roll our eyes with understanding and shrug helpless in passing, wanting to sit together today, but promising we will do it soon for sure.  Weeks rush towards months, and another year vanishes, faster every time, bewildering our best intentions and numbing our resistance.
	In my own midlife evaluation, it is easy to find disappointment in so many of the normal categories.  I have struggled in my work, failed in marriages, been emotionally distracted too often from my children, siblings, parents and friends.  I have hurt associates in their pocketbook.  I have bounced far too many checks and once even “stole” a Christmas tree (don't ask).
	My life is far from the idyll I often imagined while nestled safely in the home of my successful and loving parents.  Raised on the assumption that a world of plentiful oysters eagerly awaited my bait and hook, I somehow—despite an ivied education—never learned how to properly fish for them.
	I have worked hard enough, exhausted myself, in fact.  I dove deep and swam the distances.  Risk has rarely daunted me and obstacles have never seemed too large to overcome.  My optimism remains imperturbable, my enthusiasm nearly unbounded.
	But I have remained on the outside, looking on as friends and neighbors, also in hectic struggles, have day by day managed to move methodically toward careers, marriages, and retirement while I keep ending up on the side of the road as helpless and frustrated as the day I lost my truck.  Mired in the madness of the scramble, it has been impossible to see the barriers that separate me from the achievement of my dreams.  My determination has blinded me.
	It has taken a series of fortunate events to decide that other ways must be learned.  Instead of beating down the door (that might not even be there), a slow progression of ideas leads me to believe that a real difference can only happen by intuitively feeling my way along the wall, eyes, toes, knees and fingers, inch by scratchy inch, poking and prodding until an opening is revealed.  
	Now I have reached a point of acceptance, recognizing that some things can be changed while others are just a part of who I am and always will be.  I have had very little luck previously in recognizing the difference.  My head is bruised and battered from so many hits against that same brick in my wall.
	But healing is always possible.
	This is a story about change: finding a way around the wall.  I have no formula, no grand vision, no particular expertise.  Nothing spectacular or profound do I need to proclaim from my box of soap except that I am human after all: frail and vulnerable—just like the rest of us, each and every one of you who might stumble upon this book or have it shoved lovingly in your face.  
	Now and then, in the midst of all that scurry, I catch glimpses of our universal humanity and seem to have some small talent for writing about it.  Perhaps in reading bits of my humble story, some may take heart.  Some will likely scratch their head and be glad they are not walking in my shoes.  Some will quickly condemn me as the greater fool and easily move on.
Others seem to taste a few of the same flavors of refreshment in these words as I and it is for those of you, dear readers, this book is written.  In proclaiming I am part fool as well as gold, some one else may find comfort in their own foolishness.  At the very least, these blank pages before me are so much softer, but may actually—as they get filled—knock more sense into this thick old head of mine than any brick wall.


Crisis Defined
The word “crisis” gets a lot of airplay these days, constant tornadoes of bad news that come out of nowhere since the Sub-Prime September of 2008 seems to have turned the summer of our materialistic prosperity into golden colors of change.   As financial markets clamped shut, suddenly we were bathed in darkness and gloom.  As if a wall thicker than any Iron Curtain had been built between most of us and our precious dreams, our future seems now blocked and seriously threatened, our very planet in danger of being consumed.   
 After the flurry of hope around President Obama’s inauguration brightened half of us, the fear has settled down and thickens, growing rampant that the cycles have been broken and things will get much worse, the walls made much higher as the infrastructure and all the systems that support it seem on the verge of collapse. Earthquakes and revolutions, tsunamis and bail-out packages describe the very turmoil that Mayan calendars and Apocalyptic visions foretold is coming in the December of our culture, 2012.      
   	Defined by Webster’s as “…an unstable or crucial time or state of affairs in which a decisive change is impending”, the word seems appropriately used.  For those of us who have lost our jobs and search for others, the concept of pivotal change is easy to grasp.        
   	 To those of us who walk, breathe and live the same life we lived six months or six years ago, even as friends and neighbors struggle beside us, it is difficult to comprehend the drama.  Like a violent movie watched while munching popcorn, it can be turned off to sleep a peaceful night, awakening to our own good lives again in the morning.  
	On a personal scale, for many, midlife may creep up, over and past us with not the slightest dirty footprint as evidence of its visit to our home.  Some lucky few are comfortable, even ecstatic, with the bulk of their choices, and forgive themselves easily their few mistakes and regrets.  There are some who faithfully push themselves forward, never bothering or able to ask the tough questions, or just too busy with the business of Life to know there are even questions to ask.    
For others, the definition of “crisis” as a turning point paints a milder picture.  They might experiment with a little coloring to hide some grey, or decide a gym membership might help with the midriff bulge that has shown itself more often and persistently.  Barely noticing the slippage, attendance at one’s adult league sporting games might drop off until the year the sign-up deadline comes and goes with remarkable calm and barely any acknowledgement.    
	Maybe it is more joyfully pronounced: a celebration, perhaps, for the last graduation when that little sports car payment replaces the tuition.  The happy couple can drive off to rediscover the mutual pleasures they had enjoyed privately in their first years.    
My life has stumbled along through two marriages and four children, trying to make ends meet, but sadly always out of balance as if my back was turned, distracted at the starting line and desperately unable to catch up.  The definition of “crisis” as “…a paroxysmal attack of pain, distress, or disordered function” rings more truly for me—not  just as a temporary status on Facebook, but as a way of life.     
Events so out of tune a logical person would have quickly adjusted to opt out have, instead, seemed just a good challenge to me, a mere obstacle to overcome in my determination to have the life I wanted for my family.  No particular midlife turning point, my first thirty years as an adult was a continual effort to knock over that brick wall, crashing at it over and over, ever more creatively, but still expecting the same result.  Selfishly focused on the potential rewards, I was oblivious to the toll the effort was taking on my family, and ignoring the pain that was wearing me down and would eventually likely kill me.         
  	The dream and expectations we are raised to embrace loom so large.  My perfect childhood cultivated such a rich reservoir of imperturbable enthusiasm and spirit, I believed sheer will and determination could create the same kind of experience for my children.  Never mind the solidity of the barrier or the length of the battle, I pushed so hard until the day I finally collapsed in shame and embarrassment, realizing death or insanity was all that remained on this side so long as I kept beating my head against that wall, trying to force my way through, refusing to accept the truth that this path was forever blocked right at this spot.   
	Crisis creates transition.  Water heats to that particular degree where it boils into something else, energy transformed powerfully.  The new matter can be harnessed and used to drive engines or warm our hearts.  Or if untended, it can be sucked into nothing, evaporating until the pan is scorched and eventually burns the home to ashes.        
    We have choices.



Moving Mountains, Healing Hearts
	In this year of separation and contemplation, I have uncovered a tendency to throw myself at situations with heart and soul commitments which have turned out to be not always so healthy for my own individual life.  Especially around the value of Family, having been raised to be unselfish, once received into the harbor of a loving home, it has been my nature to drop anchor, determined to withstand any storm.
	Fresh out of college, exhilarated with talent and energized to break down any doors, from a mountaintop in Oregon, I surveyed the world before me: vast, broad, open and (for me) uncharted.  That mountain, however, and my disposition, seduced me to stay with a woman recently widowed and her two children desperately in need of comfort and firewood.  These were problems I could fix, care I could give, an answer to Life’s questions I believed I was man enough to handle.  We became an instant family and produced another wonderful child.
	Once this had grown too difficult and greener pastures had torn us apart, I drifted across the country with plans and aspirations to continue towards those same great creative works that had been shelved for a decade.  I carried with me also an undefined promise that I would find someone else to make me whole again.  
            Looking to the external to repair a pain deep within is no true solution, merely a band aide, a distraction.  Realizing this now eases the surprise that a second marriage would fail despite twenty years of effort to make it work no matter what.  Not being true to my own self, I could not adequately support others.
	Disoriented and uncertain, when it became clear I must change or die, I separated to hear my own voice.  It seems to resonate consistently with words and song; something I knew intuitively as a child, experimented with in high school, refined in college, and abandoned as an adult, overwhelmed by the practical needs of my two different families.
	Sadly, one should be able to manage both the practical and the artful, but I have not.  Having made the commitment to live together, my priorities have been correct: food on the table rightfully trumps words on a page.  The compromises necessary over so many years, however, have stunted the very flow of prosperity and abundance I sought to grow.  While one piece of the internal damage was patched by marriage, another rupture flooded my organs with bile.
	Now I have begun to heal.  Embracing the man I want to be illuminates the suffocating darkness that has surrounded me, eases the chaos and turmoil.  Not yet translated into prosperity, patience and determination of a more selfish nature still emboldens my steps.  My blood thickens and flows more freely.  Brave enough to face tough questions and push easy answers aside for deeper truths and meanings, a certain calm grows from within, noticed and welcomed by my friends and family, supported by those who love me.
	The Universe challenges me, ups the ante each time, testing my commitment with more and harder struggles to divert my attention.  My truck becomes useless.  The bad economy renders a job-search nearly futile.  A daughter grows distant. 
 My Ex has needs that pull me back compassionately, attracting attention impossible to ignore.  Easily, I could be drawn back in to care and nurture as I always have done, to once again set aside the hard-won lessons for the higher purpose of comforting and providing.  When one has truly loved, the heart never fully relinquishes the flutter of that connection.  Time passing may ease the extremes of adoration and bitterness the relationship has known, but the tender spot remains that was held for that one alone, preserved for eternity close to the heart.
	My challenge is to find and immerse myself in the serenity of knowing what I can change and what is beyond me.  I must learn to offer the care my family needs and deserves without sacrificing the authentic core of who I am and what makes me strong.
	Abundance begins with the heart and flows outward, like a tidal wave, overwhelming all it encounters.  We have the opportunity to change our world today, abandon the selfish greed of hording scarce commodities and open our hearts to share the unique gifts of our joyous souls.  One by one, together, we create with love a family that can move mountains and grow greener slopes right at our doorsteps.

Truth and Consequences
Reaching deep into the heart exposes blood and guts not always pretty to see. The truth of our flaws, frailties and vulnerabilities are as ugly as the gold, sparkle and glitter of our best parts are beautiful.
In this year of forthright introspection, I have been both praised and vilified for my willingness to stand so directly before so many eyes. Despite wonderful support, admiration and encouragement from so many readers of my blog, there are those who believe this effort is selfish, egotistical, narcissistic, and downright embarrassing.
I am the first to admit that courage and stupidity are close cousins, often standing hand in hand awaiting judgment depending on an outcome. A slim line separating them can just as easily entangle me in a confusing mess.
It is natural to want to keep our best foot forward and out of the mouth. We want people to like us, to think the best of us, to see and (most importantly) let us know that we are “alright”, certainly at least as good as the next guy. We all crave reassurance, and celebrating the best parts of ourselves should be a part of every day.
Conversely, there is the fear that if people discovered that we are not all perfect, sunshine and roses (like they would be surprised), we fear they would not like us at all. We would be condemned to live and die alone. For some, reputation is a commodity as precious as diamonds, coveted beyond reason and on display in only the best of lights.
To me, only by stumbling do we really learn how far behind our other foot actually lags. Usually, that distance turns out to be not so huge as we fear and the rhythm is quickly regained. By not taking it too seriously, a good laugh at oneself is actually hearty nourishment for the soul.
Being open about our miss-steps, I learn, brings great comfort to discover that others march to their various drum beats just as awkwardly. The simple truth is that very few of us are as exceptional as we believe our neighbors to be, including those very neighbors. This realization, once truly absorbed, offers a relief to our loneliness and quiet desperation, unites us to a common mediocrity that is actually quite satisfying.
The challenge sometimes lies in the way that our individual truths may ripple outwards towards those around us. My honesty can reveal more about others close to me than they are comfortable having exposed. In relationship, an action of one which might seem modest may cause embarrassment to the other. Mutual respect sometimes requires restraint. A balance can usually be reached.
I believe that one’s gold is not just the bright reflection on the surface, but a rich texture of all the best and the worst that congeals from deep within to form the nature of a person. To recognize, acknowledge and even celebrate that I am flawed, I stumble, I fall smack on my face, connects me better to myself and others. In as many ways as I reach for the hand that wants to pull me back on my feet, I extend my own to pull someone else out of their particular muck.
Life is rich with opportunity. Focusing only on the good stuff denies a significant portion of the true self, veils the sunshine in a mysterious cloud. We all like a good story, and that requires conflict and resolution. A story only half told draws yawns and polite but indifferent attention.
We are a people fascinated by triumph and tragedy. We applaud the achievement proportionally to the adversity which is overcome, champion the spirit that perseveres over hardship. Equally, we might mourn a great fall, but without at the very least an attempt for redemption, our sympathy sours and eventually condemns the victim to their just desserts. So long as one humbly recognizes the folly of their stumble and strives to tread more lightly, there are always helping hands.



Confessions of a Bad Boy
When things go wrong, a man wants very much to look for the cause and find a simple fix. On a roof, when water trickles in, I like to call it the “Poke and Hope” method of repair, where we look for a hole, fill it, and wait for the next rainstorm to see if it still leaks.
In my own life, it took a second failing marriage, a perspective of constant financial struggle, and alienated children to realize the extent of the leak. Simple pokes at making more money or bringing home more flowers did not stem the flow. The time had come to strip and rebuild the roof.
There are some who will judge that I am incapable of taking responsibility for myself and the “real” truth behind my changes. They might surmise that the sole purpose of my blog has simply been an effort to shape my world in a favorable light, to cast myself as a compassionate, sensitive soul of the best intentions and boundless love, when in fact I have been a mess of self-delusions and inappropriate behaviors.
Although in many ways, I admit to a perplexing blindness to my own foibles, I have no misconceptions about the pain and suffering my choices have caused to those around me. It takes no effort to see the stains on the walls and, disregarding the other fifty percent that is the marriage dance, I can easily attach enough blame to myself for the damage that caused the ultimate collapse.
In this time, I chose to go deeper.
In the past, with incredible optimism, confidence, and determination to do the best for my family, I launched into my own construction business, secured enviable projects, only to be overwhelmed and plummet into huge debt—not just once, but several times. So many broken promises to clients and subs, so much money desperately spent to plug holes and pay the mortgage, I squandered my integrity with people who trusted me, were willing to back me. Sometimes, I think, it would have been far easier to run away in the middle of the night than it was to just move across town.
In that home, the financial and emotional stress undermined every activity of the family. Beyond bills being late and the TV inconveniently shut off, my kids were subject to relentless and harassing calls from creditors, and lived under the shadow of a tax lien. They witnessed their parents' humiliation when their card was declined for basic groceries. They opened their front door to the sheriff delivering papers for their father.
I was unable to adequately communicate the love I felt for my wife. She suffered an emotional loneliness that I could not fill. Worse, in my despair and insecurity, I compulsively explored internet chat rooms as if some relief could be found in a computer, an anonymous woman, who “talked” back. And for many years, to avoid looking at the truth of all this pain, I misled, then outright lied about the business failures, the unpaid taxes, the time on my computer.
I write all of this not to prevaricate or flagellate, nor to throw myself on the grenade to excuse or protect my former partner from her fifty percent. That could easily be done in the silence of my own misery. I regret my mistakes and am so very sorry to have caused such pain to so many.
But I cannot stop there. 
My blog has been about making change. In the humility and embarrassment that is common to all of us, we could walk with our heads down, eyes lowered, our fences high, but out of my pain, I have been learning the beautiful lesson that in sharing our vulnerabilities, there comes union within ourselves and outwards with others. 


Golden Tragedies
The most amazing fact in the dust of a tragedy is how much gold can be found. 
Truly, I was raised by an optimist. My mother chose to picnic by the side of the turnpike on a bitterly cold, miserably windy day, grey skies ready to pour and everyone else rushing inside for the warm burgers and milkshakes I love and wanted.  She exclaimed for all to hear, shivering with joy, how wonderful it was to be together and how beautiful the sunshine just before it broke through and settled the wind. Such blind faith does not paint the heavens blue, but my mother could make it so.
The truth is that people really are basically good, full of love. No matter how trite the saying, we are each trying the best we can.  Some try harder than others, some are luckier. Certainly the pain of tragedy can bring anyone to their knees, turn a monster out of a mole. Hurt can make one want to hurt back. But looking more deeply, it is easy to find light in many dark places.
When the fire trucks were leaving the smoking remains of a house I had lived in, I was warned to stay close because looters would definitely follow. In disbelief, I listened, but couldn’t understand. Two older men, nearly strangers to me, refused to let me stand by the ruins alone, but kicked the stones with me for several hours, tossing tales back and forth, or staring quietly out towards the mountains until it was deemed safe to leave.  Sure enough, when those huge four wheelers roared up the mountain trail, saw us, and backed right out again, I was grateful for my two new friends.
When cancer first struck our family, overwhelming us with an immediate medical education and physical hardship, neighbors rallied. A schedule was organized and every night for weeks, dinner arrived in abundance, delivered with a hug and a quick withdrawal to leave us to our own private healing.
As the fear magnified in the fall of 2008 that the world economy would collapse because of people who took sub-prime mortgages to buy homes they could not afford, I went on national radio to tell my story.  Determined to put a face to the nameless people who were struggling so hard to take care of their families and found themselves boxed into a terrible corner, I invited public humiliation, because people needed to know.
We all live in houses of glass.
Two hours before it aired, fear buckled my knees, wondering what insanity had possessed me to expose such business incompetence to such a forum. People later complimented my courage, but at that moment it felt like such foolish behavior. Having done so poorly to provide for my family, clients and staff, I should more likely hide my head in shame than boldly hold it high, especially remembering the interviewer’s shocked question, “You didn’t even consult a lawyer?”
At the last minute, I considered the comfort of friends to listen to it (share the embarrassment), but all were wrapped in their own lives in the middle of the day. The preliminary interview with the baker I heard while unloading asphalt shingles at the dump, feigning non-chalance. A few minutes later, I pulled into a parking lot over-looking a small pond and quietly pondered my own voice aloof and alone.
We all know our recorded voices sound differently than what we hear so familiarly in our own head, but this sounded even more different than that. I pictured a white haired codger in a baseball cap, a chewed pencil tucked behind his ear, something like (I realized later) Paul Newman in “Nobody’s Fool”, but not nearly as charming.
The editing was fascinating. Technically, they spliced separate sentences together and created a flow out of a conversation that had been somewhat bouncy when it was recorded a week earlier. I was pleased with the coherence.
To me, however, the interview ended abruptly at the bottom of the barrel, a black hole of despair, that forlorn place where the wretched carpenter covers his homeless, shameful losses with a thin shroud of dignified resignation, shrugging pitifully, “We make our own mistakes.” 
He was no one I recognized. 
The sadness of the story prompted a wealth of emails and a huge number of hits on my blog.  For weeks, friends and strangers complimented my bravery and consoled my misfortune.  This goodness of people was truly humbling. At the center of so much pain, embarrassment and shame, I stood amazed to feel so blessed, grateful to be alive and fortunate to have such a wealth of neighbors.  Humanity had once again rallied to care for one of its own.
The embraces that felt the warmest, I discovered, were the ones from people who briefly shared a similar story of their own, who made the words, “I know what you’re going through” have real meaning.  The more I share, I learn over and over, the more others share with me, the less we all feel alone.
The second half of the interview, the part that never made it to the air, the piece that really excites my interest, is the tale of the man I do know, the man who is taking charge of his life and learning to live with more authenticity and integrity, less desperation for the wrong reasons. On these pages unfolds a story with a happier ending, a tale of inspiration and enlightenment, something deeper and more profound, even more, I think,  worth sharing. 
I have no interest in pity, nor undeserved flattery. My heart appreciates, but does not require, emotional bolstering at this point (but please, folks, keep those cards and letters coming!). Learning to nurture myself, my own voice sustains me right now. My mind explores the mysteries to discover easier paths to reach the resting places each day, always moving forward to opportunities just over the horizon. These glances back on the landscape left behind are for guidance, not lectures. 
No over-wrought or deranged ego has forced me to reveal these failures of my business, home and family. Rather, I share the journey with an extended hand, a move, in fact, towards sanity, offering a place where we can stand together in understanding; naked truth allowing us to feel compassion for one another and to heal our hearts. 
I am so proud of the embraces this foolish bravery seems to inspire.
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