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  This book is dedicated to those who feel they are wilting, when, in fact, they have yet to bloom.

  To Josef and Polina




  

  Time




  

  
    Remember “Carpe Diem”? The famous scene in Dead Poets Society where Robin Williams encourages his students to seize the day, because in no time they will be fertilizing daffodils. He is quoting an illustrious verse by English poet Robert Herrick – ‘Gather ye rosebuds while ye may’. In the poem, Herrick urges virgins to hurry and make the most of their time, “for having lost but once your prime, you may forever tarry”. The poem was first published in 1648.

    Since 1648, a lot has happened. Revolutions, airplanes, vaccines, feminism, rock n’ roll, the internet. Lifetimes are longer, opportunities have multiplied, and we’re less bound by that infernal ticking clock. We don’t have to get married at puberty anymore, and many of us hold out a good deal longer. And yet I feel that we still live our lives, possibly more than ever in the age of startups and social media, according to Herrick’s fast-withering cycle. We are expected to reach the peak of our lives—to have achieved our great accomplishments and gathered all the bountiful fruits of existence—in the blink of eye, before the first wrinkle appears. After that, what’s left to care about?

    Honestly, before I turned thirty, I didn’t care. Time was on my side. I was born in France into a bicultural family – an American mother and a French father. I first flew across the Atlantic at four months old. I took my first step when I was one. I was talking when I was two. I learnt to read at three. I started my first diary at seven. I skipped first grade. I was engaged at nineteen. At twenty-three, I had graduated from two Ivy League schools in France. I even hit my midlife crisis at twenty-nine. I was this close to becoming an early something or someone.

    But in my thirties, things changed. I went to fifteen weddings and not one of them was mine. I bought Oshkosh overalls for half of the newborn babies in Paris, none of which were my own. I worked on many exciting creative projects, but I was never at the head. I had lost my thunder. And I realized what happens when you don’t “gather ye rosebuds while ye may”. Guilt, stress, anxiety, depression.

    Thoughts started swirling around my head: I’m not a doer. I’m not cut out to do something creative in these creative times. Someone will end up doing it better. Nobody’s interested. You need to have a blog to write a book. You need to have a book for people to read your blog. I’m bored out of my mind. All the good ones are taken. I’ll be alone all my life. It’s too late. The end.

    That’s when I started to care - and worry.

    I might have had the same concerns anywhere in the world, but living in France, the pressure was tremendous. In the land where the Age of Enlightenment once sparked, you don’t wander off the main road, and changing course in life is to be avoided at all costs. Until recently, the French had to decide on their line of work by age seventeen and seldom changed careers; they rarely moved abroad or strayed away from their social backgrounds. What can I say, French people see life as a straight and pleasant highway, adorned, whenever possible, with good wines, good books and good lovers – who can blame them? Yet they are not at all used to the idea of going off the beaten path, and so they have little sense of direction. In contrast, I have learned from my mother how differently Americans think about life. In order to reach the American Dream, there are many (bumpy) roads and dead ends, and Americans seem to have an inherent ability for adapting and reinventing themselves. Although I carry both of these conflicting genes, I had been brought up with the French idea of choosing and sticking to the program. Voilà!

    To be fair to my French culture, I think my worries were also being fueled by other troubling signs that our way of contemplating time hadn’t budged an inch since 1648. For example, in business school I had learnt the international consensual model for the life cycle of products. It’s a rough curve: launch, growth, maturation, decline. That last part hurts. You may have noticed that, wherever you go, films follow a similar pattern: beginning, climax, resolution. We can’t help it, it seems that there’s always a fall after the peak. There’s also our new take on Herrick’s seize-the-day mantra, our all-day compulsion to “live in the moment” - carpe diem - in a desperate attempt to defeat time as we seem to face the same inescapable, unpleasant fate. 
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        The product life cycle model

      
    
    Amidst this constant stream of cultural, educational, sometimes subliminal messages, I had still heard rumors of people who seemed to slip through the cracks. They were mythical urban legends or Hollywood stars, living their lives at their own pace, defying the dictates of time and the rules imposed by society. It was only hearsay, but these people seemed to be taking their time and doing whatever they pleased with it. But for me, they only existed in some far away land or parallel dimension. These were nonconformists, who didn’t play by the book--people who hadn’t made a fortune by the age of twenty-five; who were not married at thirty; who had not yet conceived at forty. They found love when they hit fifty; started exercising at sixty. They wrote their first novel at seventy, picked up smoking again at eighty, and starred in a commercial at ninety-five. An eccentric uncle, an artist, an entrepreneur, the quirky neighborhood character. They were the people who inspired movies and books.

    What I didn’t know was that these were real people, who could be found in real life, and that they were called late bloomers.

    Brendan Gill, a journalist for The New Yorker, wrote a book about them in 1998, which I only recently came upon : 75 Remarkable People Who Found Fame, Success, and Joy in the Second Half of Their Lives. He defines late bloomers as “people who at whatever cost and under whatever circumstances, have succeeded in finding themselves.”1 In the book, he lays out many reasons why people bloom at different paces. Some people reveal themselves late because, for the best part of their existence, they are too busy making somebody else’s dream come true, or fulfilling dreams that someone else has laid out for them. Others are “discovered” later, despite having worked tirelessly on a particular project or cause. Let’s not forget those whose genius just shows up, unexpectedly, under exceptional circumstances or when the timing is right. And finally, sometimes fulfillment comes from an inner change. A huge number of men and women bloom later simply because they’ve come to better understand and embrace who they are over time.

    In his study, Brendan Gill talks about an individual’s “life’s work,” the idea that every one of our lives produces something. In the case of late bloomers, it often starts out with a trigger: “The moment in time at which we discover, whether through an event dictated by forces outside ourselves or by a seemingly spontaneous personal insight, some worthy means of fulfilling ourselves.”2

    
      [image: Illustration]

    
    That book never made it to France, unsurprisingly. And I myself never imagined this could apply to me – that I too might be one of these non-conformists who reveal themselves and come into bloom later in life. Or that maybe I too would have some kind of life’s work to show for.

    So, let’s backtrack to that moment when I turned thirty and started caring. With absolutely no insight into late blooming or any other kind of blooming for that matter – merely driven by the fear of missing out on my life – I set on a quest to find my missing thunder. It eventually transformed into an adventure to reclaim my relationship with time from all the authorities who were trying to steal it from me: society, education, biology, and all the rest. The novelist Anne Dillard, who pocketed a Pulitzer Prize the year I was born, wrote “How we spend our days is, of course, how we spend our lives.”3 What is time but life itself? It is my life, so it is my time.

    This book is my diary - a corpus of stories, thoughts, resources and notes I gathered randomly over ten years of my life, which I spent, sleeves rolled up, knocking down all the beliefs and unfortunate circumstances that were preventing me from thriving. I’ll be throwing in a song or photo interlude here and there to complete the picture. Bear in mind that, for the most part of the decade, I didn’t know about late bloomers and I had no clue that I could be one. But, as I recount this adventure, I will be sharing what I’ve learnt along the way about late blooming from my perspective today. Have I bloomed now…? No spoilers!

    Putting together this memoir, the first thing I decided to do - however unpleasant it might seem to Herrick or to my fellow French citizens - was to cut ties with all despairing views of the life cycle. Poets aren’t the only ones who can decide how life plays out. During my research, I discovered a thousand-year-old discipline called numerology, which is based on the relationship between numbers and life. According to numerology, life is a succession of nine-year cycles. Every decade, we start all over again. Isn’t that great? We all have unique cycles, which stem from our date of birth. Each year of the cycle is called a “personal year” and each personal year plays a specific role in that cycle.

    My story begins at the age of thirty. I was entering my personal year number 8, which means I had almost completed a cycle and I was close to a new start… in theory.
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        1. Late Bloomer, Brendan Gill, Artisan, page 11

      

      
      	
        2. Late Bloomer, Brendan Gill, Artisan, page 10

      

      
      	
        3. The Writing Life, Annie Dillard – which I discovered thanks to the blog Brainpickings.org
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    Nothing Else Matters

    Metallica

     

     

    Never opened myself this way

    Life is ours, we live it our way

    All these words I don’t just say

    And nothing else matters

     

    Trust I seek and I find in you

    Every day for us something new

    Open mind for a different view

    And nothing else matters

  




  

  Innerspace

  
    
      Age: 30 - Numerology: Personal Year 8

       

      The year of achievement, tangible change, increased responsibility. Things get more serious, enjoy the fruit of your labor, money, and material life gains.

    

  








Little Thumb

Once upon a time, right before I turned thirty, I stumbled upon a collection of miniature fairytale books at a flea market in Paris. My favorite of them all is Le Petit Poucet (Little Thumb), a classic French fairytale about a young boy called Little Thumb who finds his path in life – literally and symbolically – by facing an ogre and escaping the forest. Smaller than a thumb and the youngest of seven boys, Little Thumb is tougher than he looks and cleverer than his brothers.

The tale starts when Little Thumb’s parents run out of means to support their family and decide to abandon their children in the woods. Little Thumb must have seen it coming, because he cleverly scatters pebbles along the way, and once his parents leave, he follows the trail back home with his brothers. His parents try the trick again, but this time Little Thumb doesn’t have any pebbles on hand, so instead he drops breadcrumbs as he goes. Bad idea. Birds swoop in and eat up the crumbs, leaving Little Thumb and his brothers lost for good. His only chance for survival is to dive deeper into the woods or into his subconscious - as I’ve come to understand that the forest in fairytales often represents the subconscious4 - to find another way. By digging deep, Little Thumb discovers untapped resources within himself and eventually outsmarts an ogre who wants to eat them all. Little Thumb steals the ogre’s magic boots and sets himself free, before rescuing his brothers and ultimately fulfilling his destiny. At the end of the story, Little Thumb becomes the King’s royal messenger and is able to provide for his family. His journey is often interpreted as a rite of passage.

I think the life of a late bloomer can be quite similar to a fairytale. It’s as much an outer as it is an inner journey, all about finding yourself, fumbling in the dark of your deepest fears and desires, choosing a direction without being sure where it will lead, hoping you land on your feet, setting yourself free, and fulfilling your destiny.


[image: Illustration]






Make your Life

When French people talk about fulfilling their destinies, they use the expression faire sa vie, which means “to make your life,” or to make something of your life. Whatever that something is, it’s the Holy Grail. For some people, it’s about making it to the top – whether it’s the top of the corporate ladder, or maybe Mount Kilimanjaro. Others want to make something beautiful, make something right, or make someone happy. But for many of us, it’s not nearly that specific: we want to make something of our lives, but we haven’t decided what that is yet. So would you please stop asking us? Please?

As far back as I can remember I never had a plan. What I did have was a sense that my life would start at some later time, and that everything would unfold backwards. For instance, when I was a little girl, I always imagined I would be beautiful when I was older, like Lauren Hutton or Vanessa Redgrave; afterward, as a teenager, I decided that I would have a child much later in life. I even had a dream about it one night. Remember Innerspace, the 1987 movie with Meg Ryan and Dennis Quaid? In it, they shrink a scientist to microscopic size to be injected in a rabbit, but he somehow winds up in the body of his girlfriend. There he comes face to face with the baby she’s carrying. It’s his, but she hasn’t told him yet. The baby is massive, with big eyes, and he is tiny in comparison. In my dream, I was the tiny one and the giant baby was looking at me, smiling knowingly, as if to say, “Take your time, I’ll be waiting for you.”

Needless to say, when I saw that movie – I must’ve been around twelve or thirteen – I didn’t envision for a second that a couple of decades later I would be engaging in an adventurous innerspace voyage of my own to figure out what to make of my life. After all, I was flowing smoothly along the natural path designed by my circumstances and the outside world, totally unaware of any kind of inner activity. I grew up in the French countryside and was raised in a loving family, surrounded by cats and dogs. Life was simple. I studied hard, got good grades, graduated from top schools, found a long-term boyfriend in my hometown, and a prestigious job in a big multinational company. It seemed like I had everybody’s blessing in every aspect of my life. I didn’t get into trouble: no adolescent rebellion, no roaring twenties, zero existential crises. I should have felt it coming. When I turned thirty, it all caught up with me.





Dissonance

It’s easy to say that late bloomers are late, but when you think of everything they have on their plate it’s no wonder that it takes a little more time. Just imagine for a second: you’re strolling along a straight path and you suddenly (or gradually) realize that it doesn’t feel right anymore. This is a profoundly upsetting feeling, which makes you start questioning your every choice and forces you to make real, tough decisions. Of course that’s going to slow you down. In order to make something of their life, late bloomers very often start by un-making parts of it. 

The first time I put a word to that upsetting feeling was in the middle of my 30th birthday party. My family had organized a beautiful surprise for me and invited all my friends. It caught me off guard and, although I should have been overjoyed with the attention I was receiving, I was nervous and ill-at-ease. I blew out my candles and the gift arrived – it was a stereo. As we busied ourselves trying to make it work, it produced a jarring sound. That’s when I realized what was happening: dissonance. My friends and family were all gathered to celebrate someone - me and my life as they knew it – but I could tell the person they wanted to cheer for wasn’t there. Because I wasn’t that person anymore. Something was missing. What was happening to me? Where was the harmony I was used to, the smooth flow of life? I kept up a smiling facade, but for the whole evening I had two questions in mind: who was this woman being celebrated? And, if my loved ones knew who she was, would that woman still have everybody’s blessings?


[image: Illustration. Gone missing]


Gone missing







Un-make your Life

Although that night I experienced the unsettling feeling of not knowing who I was, I was aware that I had already made big changes to my life. For a start, I had just broken up, quite abruptly, with my hometown boyfriend of seven years. We had been a unit, a family from the first day we met, and I will never forget the terrifying blink-of-an-eye moment when I realized we were not going to make it. He retaliated just as abruptly by finding solace in the arms of another woman – one of my close friends. Ouch! I can’t say I wasn’t a little shaken, but I kept on. My sister Caroline has this great theory about couples. She often objects to couples who stay together for no good reason because she thinks they’re disrupting the course of the Universe. Somewhere out there are two perfectly nice strangers, left stranded as they wait to meet and love each of them. Caroline sincerely believes that some people are single just because their better half is held hostage in a hopeless relationship.

Whether or not my break-up with the hometown boy satisfied the Universe’s greater scheme, I just figured break-ups happen, it’s a hard blow but it will all eventually flow back to normal. Little did I know that this split was the first step in the process of un-making my life completely. In the months that followed my 30th birthday came my second great un-making act: I quit a very promising career as a manager in consumer goods (frozen foods) after seven years. My lucky number, it would seem. I wasn’t close to being unhappy in that job, especially since it involved having full-time access to ice cream. And I had no idea what was out there for me. But nevertheless, and despite the ice cream, I had started to feel unsettled.

One day, as I was heading back to my office, walking up a green stairwell after a meeting with Human Resources, I came to a realization. I’d just found out that they wanted to entrust me with a new mission: to imagine the future of iced tea. It was an exciting assignment for this line of work and I should have been thrilled. So I said Merci beaucoup. But a few minutes later, when I found myself alone in that green stairway, it struck me: I could not spend another minute, let alone another seven years, inside those walls, drinking and thinking about iced tea. I resigned on the spot and quickly took on a job in an innovation consulting firm. I call it my rebound job, as it turned out to be a quick way to help me get over my relationship with my first career. There I was in charge of inventing the future of – what do you know – liquid soaps, soups, dairy and deodorants. A week into the new job, I knew I wouldn’t make it in this one either. I gave my notice after a late night trying to fine-tune the new positioning of a brand of butter.





Decisions and Disappointments

I don’t want to make it seem like it was easy making the radical steps to end a long relationship and a promising career. On the contrary: I want to bear witness to the fact that there are two very mean, very terrifying watchdogs guarding the door to reinvention.

First, there are all those bloody decisions. It remains a mystery to me, a decade later, where I got the nerve to make such gutsy choices, since decisions were never, ever, my strong suit. I was always chronically indecisive, or at least that was the feedback I got from the rest of the world. Whenever I had to make a decision on the spot, I would always panic because I knew I needed more time than normal people to make up my mind. This very easily could have led to a million arguments with my family, who are all born decision-makers, but somehow, miraculously, I never pushed them past the limits of their patience. “C’mon, we’re ordering pizza”… and I haven’t decided what I want yet. “Hurry up, everybody’s making plans for brunch next Sunday”… and I’m not sure what I want to do (after all, it’s five whole days away!) I was continuously skating on thin ice. I think the reason I was able to reach these radical decisions was neither bravery nor recklessness, but a pure and simple survival mechanism. I had been silently suffocating for months and I was out of breath. I had by far outstayed my welcome in these situations, and I couldn’t stay for a minute longer.

Once these decisions had been (painfully) made, there remained a second watchdog to confront: the list of let-downs. There’s no way around this one. Some people will inevitably be disappointed or let down by our choices, just as we, in turn, will sometimes be disappointed by the choices of those we put our own hopes in. The first person on the list of let-downs is often ourselves. Check! Then we usually find a few family members, exes, teachers, bosses, clients, mentors, and friends. The good news is, everyone gets over it eventually.

“Gasp!” was the legitimate reaction of my family when I announced I had quit my job in ice cream wonderland. “Have you planned your next move?” they demanded in the same breath. Of course, my parents would rather see me in a safe, multinational company than out on my own with no plan. And let’s be honest, when I decided to resign, I was a little freaked out too. I still had no idea who this new woman would shape out to be. Who was I going to become if I was no longer the predictable girl with the good grades and impressive career? Who was I, if not that? I shared the news with my family over Sunday lunch. That day I believe I finally cracked through the thin ice of their patience, but I was also blessedly cured of my indecision. Faced with their (fair) concern, and desperately wanting them not to worry, I was tempted to push rewind, change my mind, and finish lunch in peace. But I resisted. As I said, we all get over it.

Even if overcoming the terrifying watchdogs takes a while, fortunately no time is ever truly wasted - and who knows which treasures might come out of it? During my rebound job in the consulting firm, I met one of my story’s essential characters, Anne. We shared a very similar academic and professional profile and had been hired on the same day for the same job. Anne is an insatiable learner and doer, and since I’ve known her, she has trained herself to become an executive coach and a psychologist, while becoming a mother of four children. From the moment we met, she became a dear friend, who eventually provided me with a goddaughter and a great piece of advice: “If you want your life to change, you need to change something in your life.”





This is the First Day of My Life

I don’t know if every late bloomer goes through such a drastic un-making phase - in my case, it almost felt like a reboot. I know some choose to release old objects, nostalgic beliefs, worn-out habits or places of the past. Maybe it’s a way to create the time and space for a new version of ourselves to bloom. These relationships and things have probably helped us to get where we are, but now having fulfilled their mission, it’s time to say goodbye. If we knew how, we could even thank them, Merci beaucoup, and then welcome whatever comes next.

For some people, I’m sure the story could end here. After all, we see it all the time in fiction and in life. Aren’t we meant to find fulfillment once we’ve made our big changes and started a life that’s a better fit? Isn’t that when the blooming occurs? Well, not for me. This was just the beginning.
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