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This book is dedicated to Tony Cook,

my husband of three decades with

whom I have shared the partnership of a lifetime.

We did, indeed, get it “right.”


Foreword

Gail Sheehy

A dozen years ago, when my husband and I graduated into the vagabond years, I wish we'd had Ciji Ware's book. We were bare-nesters, neither of us tethered to a nine-to-five job, but shaken by a battle with serious illness into thinking about how to pursue our passions.

Lifelong New Yorkers, we sold our Manhattan apartment and lit out for a sojourn on the opposite coast, where my husband started a new career as a teacher at the University of California, Berkeley. We bought a house in the Berkeley hills and felt our vistas stretch across the Bay to the Atlantis of San Francisco as it arose from the foggy sea each morning. We could see all the way to the vast Pacific. It felt like a rebirth.

For one brief magical moment in the go-go nineties, we entertained the fantasy that we were flush enough to own two homes and rent a third. I remember the apogee of that fantasy.

Writer friends, whose cash flow was as mercurial as ours, rented a castle in the Chianti country of Italy and invited their network of New York and LA pals to share the high life for a week in June. We all dressed like guests in The Garden of the Finzi Continis. We took aperitifs in the vineyard; wined and dined by candlelight in the great room; repaired for espresso to the salon. Photos were taken immortalizing each couple in the romantic archways of the portico. Dreams were spun of reproducing an Italian villa in a New York exurb (and one of our number actually managed to do that). We were all still working and at the top of our games, and we all had investments. Hell, half of America was in the stock market, trading tips on mutual funds with their auto mechanics and supporting one another's belief that a 17 percent return rate was normal.

At one point our host, once a middle-class Jersey City boy, raised a toast: “Here's to the dream we never thought would come true—we're living rich!”

That prophecy was as ephemeral as the bouquet of a good Beaujolais Nouveau.

Most of us graduated within the next ten years into the more-life-left-to-live-than-you-saved-for stage. Involuntary retirement caught some of us short. Health crises shook others. The surprise Clinton surplus turned into the bulging Bush deficit. But America's economic growth continued to defy the usual forces of inflation and recession, as if the balloon could keep filling and floating upward until it found some hole in the ozone layer that would allow us to spend more than our income, indefinitely.

Despite the fact that wages were not keeping up with inflation, Americans were able to keep consuming by refinancing their mortgages at lower interest rates and turning the rising value of their houses into spendable cash. As New York Times columnist Paul Krug-man summarized the situation, “We became a nation in which people make a living by selling one another houses, and they pay for the houses with money borrowed from China.”

Now the air is leaking out of the balloon. As the housing market softens, interest rates keep hardening. For people like us—over fifty, with most of our equity tied up in a home we love—there comes a sober moment when we have to get real.

Ciji Ware describes many recognizable variations on that moment. It may never come for the superrich, unless they have their nest egg sliced up by a divorce or death taxes, but it comes for most of us in the shrinking middle and working class. Conventionally, it has been described as downsizing. But by viewing it through that dark lens, we set ourselves up for feeling like victims or failures or the unlucky ones. Couples seek relief in playing the blame game: “Why didn't you sell the Lucent stock before it tanked?” “You were the one who fell for that interest-only mortgage loan and got us sucked into rising rates six months later.”

There is another way to look at making necessary changes in our lifestyle in our seasoned years. By the time we are moving into our Second Adulthood (and today that age varies widely, depending on how old we are when our little darlings move out), we have often reached a point of exhaustion. So much effort has gone into operating the incredibly complex switches of that instrument called family life, into building careers, expanding homes, proliferating possessions, we just want to take a deep breath. And if we allow ourselves to breathe awhile, we'll probably feel the counter-urge to pare down, simplify, consolidate, and lighten up.

It's not a question of giving up a way of life. We are now graduating to a stage that allows us to pull free from the maintenance work of holding on to a past stage. For women, in particular, reaching the age fifty peak can feel like standing on top of a mountain with a 360-degree view in all directions. We can look back and see the steps we have taken—when we were on the right road, when we veered off-track. Looking ahead, we see a vista more lengthy than any generation has ever known. It's time to pursue a more passionate life. And that is only possible once we are willing to change.

For my husband and me, one bright light that illuminated our changing priorities came with the birth of our second grandchild. The first grandbaby is an occasion for unlimited indulgence. With number two, second thoughts surface: What about the cost of private schools, music lessons, orthodontia, boarding school; and college loans that saddle the graduates of today with a yoke that puts home-buying out of reach for many years? How will we be able help our adult children if we're not prepared to finance our own extended life spans?

So, like legions of boomers who will follow us, we had to consider cashing in our greatest equity—the house—and paring down on the costs of maintenance. It took us two or three years of hand-wringing and inner and outer conflict before we bit the bullet.

So here we are, as I write this, sitting outdoors on our patio while the prospective buyer makes her fourth excursion through our house over a holiday weekend. Our houseguests and we have been living as if in boot camp, mitering the corners of our bedclothes and using only the corners of our towels, in order to keep the house showable. I'm feeling a combination of sad and mad—why should somebody else have the home I have spent thirty years nurturing into our ideal nest?

I feel better when I anticipate the weightlessness of not carrying the small army of tree pruners and pool cleaners and gutter muckrakers and grass mowers and mole/vole catchers and on and on. We have begun nursing a brand-new fragile-as-a-bubble dream of buying a little dock on the bay, with a smaller house, and a lot less land. We both love looking out at the water. And you don't have to mow water. I could have a rowboat and a kayak to entertain my grandchildren.

Still, I'm fighting clingitis. The house has never looked so close to perfect, but I can't leave it alone. I'm constantly shifting throw pillows and turning the comforters and cutting flowers for every room, despite nature's chandeliers of white wisteria just outside the windows and bouquets of rhododendron pushing over the sills. I'm like a mother overdressing her children for the holidays.

I want to be a cool and collected rightsizer instead.

When my stomach knots is when I look at all the furnishings and books and chotchkes we've collected over three decades. Where to stash it all while we're in between? And once the artifacts of our life are in cold storage, will we ever have the energy to sort through it all again?

These are exactly the fears and frustrations that Ciji Ware unravels in her book. She takes us by the hand and leads us through the cascade of predictable emotions. By breaking down the planning and timing of a rightsizing move, she gives us the practical help that makes it all seem quite doable.

Making any major life passage is hard. I know it, I write about it, but writing about it and actually living it are two different things. A writer is in control of the story. The sojourner midway through a major life passage is in disequilibrium. Suspended in midair. Not knowing when or where she will touch ground again.

What I do know, from making many passages, is that taking action to resolve an inner conflict is a great deal better than digging in one's heels and resisting change. And having attempted a few bold passages in previous stages, I know in my heart as well as my head how to get over the hump. I remind myself that once having set the wheels in motion, then is the time to sit back and pray, take walks, talk to my soulmate, meditate, and try to go to sleep at night—not planning or panicking about the future, but thinking only of what I can do to be fully present in the next day.

I also believe that the greatest harmony in marriage comes from seeking and finding a creative resolution to a major life passage, together.

We are not about to “lose our home,” we are about to gain our freedom. We are plants whose roots have grown gnarly and cramped and need repotting in fresh soil. And won't it be fun to find a romantic nest where we can play newlyweds again, designing our new surroundings, even as we remind ourselves that to arrive at this stage still full of zest for life is an incredible gift.

We have enough.


PART I

Time for a Change

THE CASE FOR RIGHTSIZING


Chapter 1

What Is Rightsizing?

Why rightsizing is becoming our new way of life

TIME FOR A CHANGE

There comes a moment when you pass the half-century mark that is hard to pinpoint or even predict, but you know intuitively when it has occurred. It's a flash of recognition, an instant when you realize something important has changed and that it is time for a change. Your old life just doesn't fit anymore.

Maybe it's the day you put your youngest child on the plane for college. The day you sign a divorce decree or your beloved family dog dies. It could be the week you witness a parent pass away, your spouse is scheduled for open-heart surgery, or the company that's employed you for decades is sold to a competitor and your job is honded to a twenty-five-year-old.

It's that first Thanksgiving you don't cook the turkey, but your daughter-in-law does. It's the winter you swear off downhill skiing and decide cross-country might make more sense. And when that feels like too much work, you opt for a cup of hot chocolate and a good book in front of the fire.

The signal that change is in the wind might even be made of lighter stuff: a nanosecond of exasperation when you haul a pile of folded laundry up two flights of stairs. A moment when you realize you're not much interested in working in your wood shop anymore, or the bridge club is starting to be a bore, or you'd rather take a class in memoir writing than teach another year of third grade or continue as CEO of your company.

Such a day is usually bittersweet, and yet strangely full of promise. It's almost as if a generation that is forecast to live longer, in better health than anyone in the history of our planet is about to walk down a totally new path no one has ever trod before.

The road that presently stretches in front of our “baby boomer” generation—the estimated seventy-seven million Americans born between the end of the World War II and the beginning of the Vietnam War—is uncharted territory. Indeed it's fraught with uncertainty and, for some, no small amount of anxiety about what this “third act” will bring to a generation expected to live a very long time.

Some of the questions prompted by the coming, new phase are seriously unsettling. Where will I live? What will my environment look like? What will it be like? Who will I be living with, spending time with, and ultimately depending upon?

RIGHTSIZING DEFINED

I've come to think of this transition for baby boomers and the generations that bookend them as “rightsizing your life.” In contrast to downsizing it is a process, not an event, and its outcome has more to do with the “right” of the equation than “size.” It involves not just the square footage of a person's living quarters but an approach to all aspects of living, holding out the opportunity “to get it right, once and for all.”

Rightsizing in this context is a conscious, practical, and psychological evolution in the way one lives one's life, a process that enables people to create new surroundings that will profoundly impact the way they feel and behave. It leads to simplifying, decluttering, perhaps even redesigning one's environment. It may even prompt a move—either to smaller, more practical quarters or to a home (or homes) that could be larger, but more suited to your needs. The transition will, if executed properly, liberate you from many real-life burdens and free you in ways you cannot now imagine.

For many, the rightsizing process will certainly involve physical and emotional upheaval and could even result in a total reinvention of your personal ecosystem. For the resilient, however, these major life changes provide an opportunity for discovering the truest sense of home you may ever have known.

That being said, I suppose this is as good a time as any to tell you my story.

A RIGHTSIZING TALE

For me the moment it became clear that a major change in my life was under way was quite vivid. On an early Saturday morning one raw March day, my husband and I stood shivering on the loading dock at Nor-Cal Moving and Storage Company in San Jose, California. We watched as a forklift operator lined up five ten-foot-square wooden containers, all overflowing with the accumulated possessions of twenty-five years of marriage.

We were sorting through our possessions after a move from a large and reasonably luxurious family home in Los Angeles, where my family had lived for twenty-two years. My husband had been recruited to join a Silicon Valley company—a great professional move for him. But what in God's name had made us think it was a good idea to decamp to a smaller home (a mere 1,200 square feet, as compared to our roomy 4,000 square feet of living space in southern California)? Somehow we needed to make our life fit into a much smaller San Francisco apartment… and I was just starting to realize what a challenge this was going to be.

The first object to emerge from the packing crates was a child-size rocking chair with a petit point seat cover that I had crafted during my first and only pregnancy, decades earlier. My husband picked up the little chair and swiftly consigned it to a pile next to a sign we'd scrawled that read: “Throw Away.”

I reacted with tears and a sudden urge to kill. How dare my husband consign this sentimental trophy to the trash! How had it come to this? What had possessed us to abandon our beautiful home in Southern California for a tiny urban apartment, stashing most of our worldly goods into off-site storage?

This entire upheaval was suddenly too painful. Why did we have to dispose of the things we didn't have room for anymore? And while we were on the subject, why did I have to go through this process of domestic downsizing anyway?

True, our only child was now grown and self-supporting; our beloved, fourteen-year-old English setter, Chelsea, had died before we had exited LA; and a number of our close friends had moved to the beach or far away. Okay, so my job of sixteen years as a radio commentator had melted away in the wake of the station's budget cutting and desire for something “edgier” in the manner of a female Howard Stern.

My sense of bereavement over our domestic downsizing was visceral. “Is this the way I'll feel when they cart us off to the nursing home?” I lamented to no one in particular on that frigid landing dock. And I have to be honest—it was hard to let go of all those things I'd spent a lifetime accumulating. I felt naked without my belongings, poorer somehow. And what would our friends think when they saw the return address on our Christmas card had an apartment number listed, not a house?

Appallingly superficial of me? Disgustingly bourgeois? All right, I admit it probably was, but I'm trying to be honest here. I felt absolutely wretched that day.

Then it hit me. My emotional reaction probably paralleled the feelings that everyone “of a certain age” must confront eventually. My husband and I were only in our mid-fifties, but the fact was our needs had changed, become simpler. As a practical matter we couldn't carry all this baggage into the next chapter of our lives—nor, in truth, did we really want to.

So the question remained: how in the world were we going to sort through all this stuff? I became exhausted just looking at all the clutter and dreaded the notion of culling through it. Why wasn't there some rescuing angel who would magically appear and just deal with it?

And what about our memories, the fabric of our lives pictured in the photo albums and the contents stashed in scores of file boxes filled with the detritus of our professional lives? Where would we put our outsized family “heirlooms,” our wicker porch furniture that seated ten and a soup pot that could hold seafood gumbo for forty? There had to be a sensible, systematic way to deal with the practical and emotional aspects of this domestic winnowing process—a way to “rightsize” one's life without the emotional trauma and the angst. My quest to figure out this process had begun.

WHO IS RIGHTSIZING?

As I started to look into what's happening to other midlife people, I found that my husband and I were not alone. Huge numbers of people fifty-plus are moving, relocating far and wide, and continuing their consumerist ways (and debt accumulation), as witnessed by the remarkable expansion of the self-storage business and the popularity of unloading household goods at weekend flea markets. And one need only look around to observe the mass disposal of personal items on eBay—or at city dumps—every day. Looking ahead at the incipient wave of some seventy-seven million boomers, I saw that my “war baby” husband and I were living witnesses to their future: we had too much stuff and not enough room for it.

Our experience began to serve as an early warning system for our younger friends. What we discovered—and what they all wanted to learn about—was how the experience of paring down to only the possessions we loved and actually used had ultimately brought us relief… and even elation.

Rightsizers truly come in a “variety pak”: they include empty nesters, the widowed, the newly divorced, the never married, the early retired, the unwillingly retired, the second-and-third marriage set, the elderly, the financially strapped, the physically impaired, and finally, a group I call “the highly adventurous.”

For all these groups, however, it's definitely not the Age of Aquarius anymore. America's approximately fourteen million war babies and some seventy-seven million boomers are getting older by the minute—and living longer. As a result an American woman reaching age sixty-five today can plan on living nearly twenty more years, while men can expect more than fifteen years of continued life, most of it in reasonably good health. The collection of centenarians is also growing by leaps and bounds. There are forty thousand currently alive in America, and the number of our citizens living to one hundred is expected to increase to eight hundred thousand by the midcentury mark.

Ask the silver foxes in skintight Nike warm-up suits striding briskly on the treadmill at the gym or the sinewy sixty-year-old specimens taking off on the seven-day, four-hundred-mile San Francisco to LA AIDS bicycle ride each year how long they expect to live. True, they may not say “forever,” but they will cheerfully tell you they're assuming advances in medicine and genetic research will enable them to make it to one hundred or more.

This “graying of America” (though many in this group wouldn't be caught dead without coloring their hair!) is spawning many trends, but one of the largest certainly involves mobility. A survey by the Del Webb Corporation, a developer of active-adult communities, indicates that nearly 60 percent of those age forty to sixty will move to at least one new home in their lives. That, dear reader, probably means you will soon—or will eventually—hit the road.

Some studies show that the number of households without children will increase dramatically as the boomers' kids fly the coop. Meanwhile the National Directory of Lifestyle Communities database claims six times as many new active-adult community building projects—where children need not apply—went up for sale in 2004 compared with a decade earlier. And the CEO of Pulte Homes, America's largest builder of active-adult housing for people fifty-five and over, says, “We don't see any end to the active-adult boom in sight.”

For most of us the transition to new housing will mean scaling back to a simpler, more streamlined lifestyle, but for those fifty-plus the research predicts their future plans do not include checking into the “foyer-to-the-tomb” type retirement facilities populated by their parents and grandparents. Not if they can help it, that is.

Take Cris and Linda Hammond, a couple in their late fifties who made a well-deliberated decision to sell their hyperinflated “trophy house” on a hill overlooking San Francisco Bay, move into a 950-square-foot rental cottage they owned, and purchase a 55-foot canal barge, on which they spend several months a year cruising around France.

Linda continues to work as a real-estate agent and a national sales manager for an artisan Bay Area bakery, while Captain Cris, having abandoned the executive world, has gone back to painting landscapes full time, the fruits of which he sells to his American clients when he returns from his adventures abroad. We'll hear more about the Hammonds later in this book. How do they feel after making such a radical change in housing and lifestyle? “Magnifique!”

Another example of the late-life moving trend are Amos and Sylvia Spady, now in their seventies. When Amos was fifty-five, he and his wife, Sylvia, sold their 3,000-square-foot family home in Yorktown, Virginia, banked most of the money, moved to an 1,800 -square-foot condo in Newport News, and took up serious ballroom dancing three or four nights a week—a hobby they've pursued with enthusiasm ever since.

As we've already seen, not everybody scales down when rightsizing. A couple I once visited outside of Jackson Hole, Wyoming, added on to their log cabin vacation home that had become their permanent residence in retirement, a common occurrence among the more affluent, second-home boomer brigade. Their idea of rightsized bliss was a “playroom/bunk room” 400-square-foot extension with six pulldown Murphy beds to lure their adult children and young grandchildren for frequent visits.

And then there is the single professional woman in her late fifties who bought a derelict “landed ark,” a one-hundred-year-old house built on stilts over Richardson Bay, near my home in Marin County, California, across the Golden Gate Bridge from San Francisco. She bailed out of her corporate PR job and carved out a studio rental unit within the existing layout to help pay her mortgage. Then, within the remaining square footage, she created a charming two-bedroom home for herself that was elegant enough to merit a color spread in Coastal Living magazine. When she wants a change of scene, she rents out the “big house” and heads for San Miguel d'Allende, Mexico.

As I mentioned earlier, to rightsizers it's more about “right” than “size” when it comes to fashioning surroundings that make sense for one's age, stage, and situation in later life. And it's probably clear by now that merely knowing the number of rings on someone's tree doesn't tell you very much about them these days. According to boomer marketing guru Matt Thornhill, people born around the middle of the twentieth century are tending to “reinvent themselves every three to five years” in ways that are both surprising and inspiring.

Exhibit A: In May 1998, when Rob Gomersall and Wendy Catlin were in their late fifties, they departed Airlie Beach, Queensland, Australia, to begin a four-year world sailing cruise on their forty-foot sloop, Sea Fever. “We love our new home,” says Wendy. “We decided to just take off'til we stopped…meaning if we ran out of money, our health wasn't good, or it wasn't fun anymore.” Seven years later they are still heading for new harbors. They love “the challenge and adventure of sea travel” while living aboard their boat.

The downside? Admits Wendy, “I don't like being so distant from my family.” But thanks to e-mail and international cell phones, they stay in touch, and a grandchild recently sailed one leg of their journey with them.

And then there are the homebodies like my widowed sister Joy, who declares her traveling days are at an end, though she walks a good mile and a half each day in her town of five thousand. A retired schoolteacher in her late sixties, she returned to the coastal village of her youth, Carmel-by-the-Sea. She'd sold her family home before the California real-estate market went insane in the late 1990s and missed the home-equity bonanza that so many of her friends have enjoyed. She now lives “on a very fixed income” in a 420-square-foot rental cottage, writing for pleasure, knitting professionally in the evenings, and serving as a part-time, paid companion for a woman fifteen years her senior.

“I have never been happier! My cottage is so cozy, everyone I know wants to come by for tea at four. I can walk to the beach, walk to town, church, the grocery story, and the post office! What else would I need?”

What's the secret of these contented people living such a variety of lifestyles after turning fifty?

Regardless of their income level or tastes for adventure, they “right-sized” their lives in the strong belief that they still had years of good living left. They had figured out their “core passion,” as author and cultural observer Gail Sheehy recently described it to me, and have found exciting interests to pursue and new reasons to get up every morning.

Happy rightsizers also have made a conscious commitment to the principle of simplicity, surrounding themselves with only the people, possessions, and activities they love. They didn't just downsize, they made mindful choices about the who, what, where, when, and why of the places they considered—and ultimately selected—to live during their “third age.” They gave considerable thought to the kind of people they still aspired to be and weren't shy about striking out in directions that excited them—even if it meant sailing the seas or simply knitting in front of a fire. For many the paradigm shift that is occurring is a move away from the notion of “aging in place” to aging in a community of kindred spirits with fewer material possessions, yet plenty of time for sharing activities and pursuits that have meaning in their lives as currently constituted.

Amazingly enough, my family's own, personal rightsizing miracle began as a painful (and pain-in-the-ass) process that slowly shifted into something astonishingly positive—at times even joyful. With each item sold or given away, with every trip to Goodwill or the dump, we began to feel…lighter … freer, unburdened—almost buoyant!

We even began to feel strangely youthful as we deep-sixed worn croquet mallets, outdated clothing, rusted weed whackers, magazine back issues, and untold objects that no longer had use in our current lives. Gone were the physical and psychological albatrosses we'd been carrying (and had paid good money to maintain) for far too long.

That's not to say there weren't potholes along the way, including the purchase of a low-ceilinged, 950-square-foot condo we hated and sold four months later and culling our possessions not once, but four different times. But in the process of discovering which of our worldly goods actually meant something to us and were useful in our lives now, we learned to reach out to a new community, be more flexible, be open to change, and admit to ourselves this would be a process of trial and error. We suddenly felt as if we'd liberated ourselves from an outmoded way of living that had been weighing us down in more ways than mere bulk.

It was a year or so after that miserable rainy morning when I'd wept at the sight of my grown son's little rocking chair that I realized my husband and I had taken a course of action I ultimately dubbed right-sizing our lives. Not merely “downsizing” to fit into a smaller living space, with fewer physical possessions, but taking positive steps to create a living environment filled only with the household goods—as well as people and activities—that we love, along with surroundings that suit our stage in life to a T. We had discovered that we didn't merely want “smaller,” we wanted “better,” and we achieved our goal the rightsizing way.

This book is intended to make a potentially bumpy transition to smaller—or larger—scale living a lot smoother by fully preparing you for it emotionally as well as practically. The goal is to help people begin to liberate themselves from their “stuff” so that they can enjoy a precious time of life surrounded by the people and possessions that give them joy in a place where they feel fulfilled.

We did it, and so can you.

WHAT'S SO “RIGHT” ABOUT RIGHTSIZING?

Dominique Browning, editor of House & Garden magazine, is a woman I admire tremendously for her stylish writing, her talent for articulating the beauty to be found in our surroundings, and her searing honesty. Contemplating the sale of her exquisite home, she writes, “It is a house I love. It has sheltered me through the end of love and the beginning of love. It has been home to two boys… [yet] there is liberation in recognizing what you don't need, as well as understanding what you want.”

Perfectly put! The rightsizing of Browning's world already appears under way. It consists of understanding what you want your environment to look like as your needs change with age. It is also about being spunky enough to embark on a journey to discover just exactly what those needs might be.

Some rightsizers will, indeed, choose to “age in place,” adapting their own homes to be safer, more secure places in which to grow older. Others will opt for a series of homes that meet the criteria of their evolving stages and situations as they continue to age. And still others will seek out the “perfect place” they hope to live in until they die, a home that fulfills longings they've sublimated for too long.

In this journey we move away from the idea that “we are what we have” and that if we have fewer things, we amount to less. Rightsizing your life examines these superficial judgments and celebrates our lives through thoughtful selection of the environment, possessions, and people that resonate for us.

Rightsizing is also a way to rescue you from being a prisoner of your possessions. It examines some of the emotional and psychological ties we have to material things and suggests ways to free ourselves from here on out so we can travel more lightly and revel in surroundings that speak to us in ways we never imagined.

Rightsizing lays out lifestyle preferences and encourages out-of-the-box fantasies. It starts by imagining what you've always dreamed about—the cottage by the sea…the cabin on the lake…the condo on the links…the sophisticated city apartment… the vagabond life on the road or the high seas. The truly adventurous sign up for activities like Habitat for Humanity's Care-A-Vanners, hundreds of older adults in recreational vehicles who build houses for the poor all over the country. Everything and anything is acceptable when you're conjuring visions of the ideal rightsizing scenario, for it just might lead you to a totally new world.

Diane Barr and Ken Young were both challenged by several health problems and concerns that they might outlive their nest egg. For years they'd been drawn to the romantic rolling hills and magical lure of California's wine country, but there was no way they could buy into the area's million-dollar lifestyle, given their financial constraints.

After several fits and starts, they ultimately sold their family home in California's Central Valley and scaled down to a two-bedroom, two-bath modular home in the small town of St. Helena in Napa Valley, with a spectacular slice of the vineyards out their back window. They're both continuing to work as long they can, they say, “loving each and every day of our new lives in such a beautiful place.”

But wasn't it hard for them to move into a much more modest home? Some might call their neighborhood a “trailer park,” but “the word ‘trailer park’ never passes our lips,” she says. “We call where we live now a ‘cottage community.’ After all, there are no wheels on our new home! It looks darling inside and out. We searched and searched until we found the perfect spot featuring this unique kind of housing.” The price? Less than $200,000.

Was the transition for the Barr-Youngs easy? Diane offers a rueful laugh.

“Frankly, while it was happening, it was one of the most traumatic things I've ever gone through; paring down and repurposing many of our things, while getting rid of tons in order to fit into this smaller home. What I discovered, though, is how we live now is a lot less work to keep up, and I just love everything about St. Helena—the beauty of our surroundings, the wonderful restaurants, the culture of wine making. For us the move was well worth it.”

On the other hand, the Mathers-Rotella clan four hundred miles to the south in Thousand Oaks, outside Los Angeles, had to scale up in order to rightsize their lives. Laurie Rotella Mathers, in her mid-fifties, wasn't necessarily ready to make a move, but when her mother, Gloria Rotella, eighty-four, fell several times in her own home, Laurie and her brother, Tom, decided to take action.

“I was in a panic when Mom called to tell me she'd slipped in her bedroom and lay there on the floor from two until seven at night,” remembers Laurie. “That's when Tom said, ‘We've got to take this out of Mom's hands.’”

None of the Mather-Rotellas wanted their mother, to be confined to a nursing home or even an assisted-living facility. After all, they joke, “We're Italian!” Instead the family pooled its financial resources and built an 800-square-foot addition to Laurie and Larry Mathers's house. “Upsizing” was their rightsizing solution.

“We didn't dare call it a ‘Granny Unit,’ though. It's called ‘Mother's Suite.’ She's picked out the furniture and the things from her other home she wants to bring with her, and she can shut the door to her own section of the house whenever she likes.”

The money from the sale of Gloria Rotella's house went into building the addition at the Matherses', as well as a pool of funds that pays Laurie—who retired as a bookkeeper when her mother moved into her home—to be her mother's companion. Brother Tom agreed this was the wisest use of his mother's money. When Laurie and her husband eventually sell the house years down the road, Tom will then receive his share of the family inheritance.

The point is that rightsizing isn't necessarily about shrinking your living space, although for the generations now in their seventies and eighties that may come to pass. It's more about stepping back at around age fifty and beyond, taking serious account of your future finances, analyzing the particulars of your family situation, your likes, dislikes, and best choices among several nice-to-haves. It's a process by which you learn to evaluate people, places, and possessions according to how they make you feel, choosing to live with the material things that truly have meaning because of their sentiment or utility—and preferably both.

Rightsizing is also a method for drilling below the surface to examine what your life is like now—not a year ago or ten years ago. It also suggests you “play it forward” and think about likely scenarios in the future. The exercise involves both the emotional and the practical aspects of making a change in your living quarters and your way of life.

Take Susan Peck in Cincinnati, Ohio, who was divorced in her forties. She continued to rattle around in her 4,500-square-foot family home while her son and his wife and a growing family were squeezed into their cute but tiny “starter home” nearby. Their rightsizing solution? Trade houses. Mom moved into the starter home, and her son took over the larger house.

As you can probably surmise by now, the process of rightsizing your life will be stimulating, sometimes aggravating, sometimes upsetting and exhausting (especially if you're helping someone else go through the exercise), but with the proper approach, solutions exist to every problem. The best news is that coming to grips with the issues and solving them can be downright exhilarating.

As Diane Barr in Vineyard Valley and hundreds of fellow right-sizers have told me, “Despite the exertion involved, it's ultimately well worth the effort.”

So here's my motto for people like us: don't just move to somewhere new…rightsize your life! This book will show you how.


Chapter 2

Am I Ready to Rightsize?

How to deal with the hurdles that stand in your way

DEALING WITH CHANGE

Since you are holding this book in your hands, it's probably reasonable to assume that you have been considering making some changes in your current living arrangements, either by retooling your existing home to make it work better for your present lifestyle or by thinking about—or actively planning—a move out of your current abode.

Any change, even one eagerly embraced, can give a person pause—or result in sleepless nights. That's perfectly normal, as are the fears that factor into the decision of where to make your home. See if any of the following concerns resonate with you and add your own remedies to those listed below.

Top Ten Fears about Rightsizing

1. Fear: I dread being forced to deal with the contents of my home, especially the (attic, basement, garage, workshop, storage room, etc.).
Antidote: Trust the wisdom of those who have gone down this road ahead of you: whether you move, or merely adapt where you are to suit the next phase of your life, getting rid of clutter is liberating!

2. Fear: I feel really sad about letting go of big chunks of my past.
Antidote: Accept that the past is past. Letting go of it, while acknowledging feeling sad about it, can lead to closing the book gently on a previous phase of life. This acceptance, in turn, can open doors to new worlds, along with an appreciation for the advantages of the age you are now.

3. Fear: I'm afraid my kids would be upset if we changed or altered the family home.
Antidote: Discussing future housing scenarios with grown children can lead to surprisingly positive results.

4. Fear: I'm worried that any change I make might be the wrong one financially.
Antidote: Nothing is certain in life, but examining one's options usually leads to better financial decisions.

5. Fear: I'm afraid that any change I make might produce a worse result than the way I'm living currently.
Antidote: Carefully considered choices generally result in a better outcome, not a worse one.

6. Fear: I'm afraid that any change I would like to make will upset my spouse, sibling, parent, etc. and cause conflicts between us.
Antidote: Conflicts with loved ones are inevitable; openly discussing possible changes and options can lead to compromise and consensus.

7. Fear: I don't like change because the unknown frightens me.
Antidote: The one constant in life is change. It's okay to be frightened, but seek out better solutions anyway!

8. Fear: I'm worried that if I bring up the subject of making a change in our living situation I'll end up being forced into doing something I don't want to do.
Antidote: Slavery has been abolished. No one can make anyone else do something they don't want to do unless they give their permission.

9. Fear: I'm afraid what other people will think if we move to something smaller.
Antidote: Some 60 percent of seventy-seven million baby boomers are expected to make at least one more move, so the people whose opinions you're worrying about are likely to be envious of the well-ordered life you've created for yourself!

10. Fear: I'm worried that making these changes means facing up to my own mortality.
Antidote: As one wag puts it, “Nobody gets outta here alive!” We're born; we eventually die. Rightsizing will help us make the most of what we have now!

YOU KNOW YOU'RE READY TO RIGHTSIZE WHEN …

If you're one of those people who have experienced that moment of truth, that tipping point that tells you that it's probably—or definitely—time for a change in your living arrangements, you'll be able to see yourself in the following scenarios:

•   You're sick of putting up storm windows or mowing the lawn.

•   You've occasionally wondered how many sets of dishes a person can eat off at one time or how many Beanie Babies constitutes a collection.

•   The family pet has passed away.

•   Your last child has gone to college—and your home feels empty.

•   Your kids are grown and have moved into their own places; your home feels quiet and dull.

•   Your spouse has passed away (or asked for a divorce) and your home feels too big and probably costs too much financially or emotionally to maintain.

•   You've at last met the love of your life and are combining households.

•   You're moving in with a friend or family member and are combining households.

•   Half your friends have left town—permanently.

•   You have an unrequited yen to get out and see more of the world before you die.

•   The thrill is gone from the way you've made your living all these years.

•   Your company gave you a gold watch and declared you retired.

•   You didn't get the gold watch, but your full-time job has gone bye-bye.

•   You've survived a crisis—a serious illness, death or abandonment of a spouse, a natural disaster like Hurricane Katrina, or a reversal of financial fortune—and are forced to make a change.

•   Your elderly parents or siblings are failing and need your help.

•   You're not as spry as you once were and you need help.

•   You are an incredible, forward-thinking person who never lets any grass grow under your feet and are planning ahead!

IMAGINING THE “PERFECT” RIGHTSIZED LIFE

It's one thing to sense that the time has come to consider your options as circumstances in your life alter but quite another to declare yourself ready to rightsize, sort through those options, and pick the right choice in housing and lifestyle just for you.

Perhaps you and those in your family circle already know exactly where you're headed (or where an elderly relative is slated to reside) and have purchased this book because you want to know what steps are necessary to rightsize yourself out of where you are currently and into the predetermined new location you've already chosen. If that's the case you may wish to skip directly to chapter 4 to estimate how long you might expect the rightsizing process to take and then proceed to Part II, which describes rightsizing in seven simple steps.

On the other hand if you're still in the throes of trying to figure out your next—or perhaps first—step, and you're trying to determine the type of place you'll eventually call home, I want you to hear more about the Hammonds, a couple we discussed in the last chapter, who split their time between a 950-square-foot cottage in California and a 55-foot, well-appointed barge on the canals of France. Their rightsizing story is certainly not the norm, but it may be highly instructive when it comes to understanding how the act of paying close attention to what feels “right” can result in creating a life that suits you perfectly.

A while back I wondered how Linda and Cris Hammond, whom I knew casually around town, were able to switch gears and make such radical changes in their lives. Cris had once been a painter of marine landscapes and had owned an art gallery in Tiberon, California, before getting embedded in the high-flying corporate world of human-resources management. Approaching sixty, he realized that the business environment he'd ridden to success during his fifties was starting to grate on his nerves.

As he tells it, “I'd go to corporate events in Silicon Valley and realize I was an artist at heart. It occurred to me one day that we'd bought our big house mostly to solve a tax problem.”

As for Linda Hammond, she could look back on raising two daughters, along with a successful career selling software to banks, serving as a specialty food broker for eighteen years in the rarified world of smoked salmon and caviar, and more recently, peddling high-end real estate to twenty-seven-year-olds with fists full of New Economy cash.

Both Cris and Linda had a palpable feeling of time passing without experiencing much excitement and pleasure in their daily routine. The go-go nineties were over, and the Hammonds began to sense that the party was, too.

“My fifty-fifth birthday was approaching,” recalls Linda. “My daughters were launched. We'd gone to France for years and loved it—the food, wine…everything! Suddenly, I spotted an ad in a boat magazine for a barge that was tied up somewhere in Burgundy. I circled the ad and left it in the bathroom for Cris.” He took the bait, she says with a laugh. “By the end of the day, he was on the computer and had brokers looking for barges all over France.”

Before long, though, Linda had reservations. “Cris was much more of a boat guy than I, and I'd never been barging. My dream had been to have a little place…a cottage in France someday with my favorite things in it.”

Neither of them felt it was the moment to retire in the classic mode, but they definitely sensed it was time for a mini upheaval.

What ultimately became their “rightsized” lifestyle turned out to be the perfect compromise: a small cottage in their old Sausalito neighborhood “and a moveable cottage on a French canal!” Linda says, delighted.

The Hammonds' 575-square-foot new “home” in Europe had three staterooms with built-in beds, drawers and closets, a charming galley (kitchen), bikes stashed forward near the second stateroom, and plenty of lounging room on the deck.

How, you ask, could the Hammonds afford this radical change in lifestyle, and what was the sequence of steps that brought about their satisfying shift? Well, they were certainly blessed with adequate financial resources. But trust me, this change wasn't financed by stock options. The price tag for their French houseboat? About $110,000—the same cost as a used mobile home.

What the Hammonds possessed is what I've come to label an attitude of intention.

DECLARE YOUR INTENTIONS

We'll talk about declaring your intentions again when it comes to editing your possessions to suit whatever surroundings you select for the next chapters of your life. For now, we're adding another query to the simple question, “Am I ready to rightsize?” and that is, “What are your intentions about the way you'd like to live the rest of your life?”

In other words, what are you going to rightsize to?

This is a very important part of the rightsizing process for, as organizing coach Michi Blake of Santa Barbara says, “unless you have a really clear view of yourself—your likes and dislikes… who you really are [as you make life-changing decisions]—you'll tend to fulfill other people's expectations. For example, if you're unconsciously trying to please your dead mother's ghost and end up with a life she'd approve of (including her gold-rimmed chinaware that you've never really liked), you'll never know why the end result doesn't quite sit right.”

Another aspect of your readiness to rightsize will depend on what problems you are currently trying to solve.

Where Am I?

Put a check mark next to the following situations that reflect your current status:

•   Pressing circumstances dictate a need to make a change in living situations as soon as possible.

•   I/We know change is in the offing in the next year or so.

•   I am/We're merely approaching the planning stage of designing a future that won't arrive for a few more years.

Rightsizers need to assess if a major shift is comfortably far off or looming just around the corner—but they haven't forced themselves to face it yet.

Where you are in the process of determining a major life transition dictates what actions you will (or won't yet) take. People make decisions about where they should live right up till the day they die, but Cris and Linda Hammond's tale is a good example of increasing the odds you'll be happy with your new surroundings if you do some long-term thinking as soon as there are signs that a major life transition is looming.

Says Linda, her eyes alight, “We [always] loved France. To us it represented escape. And besides, we always thought ‘someday’ we'll do something crazy!”

Before the moment Linda spotted the magazine ad for the barge, the couple had had children to raise and educate, salaries to earn, in short, the usual life-as-a-three-ring-circus to support.

But as my friend author Gail Sheehy wrote in New Passages, the lengthening life expectancy of aging boomers means that “profound changes in lifestyle are to be expected and planned for.” Sheehy follows this with the central question for those who now expect to live into their eighties and beyond: “What do I do with this ‘Leftover Life?’”

And in Sex and the Seasoned Woman, Sheehy cautions, “The increased life span alone, of course, does not promise a rich Second Adulthood. The added years are merely a blank slate; it's what we write on them that makes the difference.”

What Does That Little Voice Say?

The key to figuring out what your intentions are is to ask yourself: what is it you love?

•   What activities do you enjoy pursuing?

•   Where are the places that make you feel wonderful when you wake up in the morning?

•   Who are the people you like being around?

•   How does your life work for you now, as opposed to in the past?

•   What were the peak times in your life where you had a sense of joy?

So what about it?

One way to sort out thoughts and feelings is to purchase a lined notebook that will also have other uses in later chapters of this book. In your rightsizing notebook, jot down the questions listed above and spend some time thinking about them. Later, you can write down your answers.

Successful rightsizers like the Hammonds discover that developing an attitude of intention encourages you to ignore opinions of the Joneses in your life and listen to your own sensibilities and inner voice.

SO WHAT'S STOPPING YOU?

There's a line supposedly uttered by Ernest Hemingway about the difficulty writers sometimes have forcing themselves to sit down and do their work.

“The hardest part of the job,” this genius of fiction is reputed to have said, “is that, first, you have to defrost the refrigerator!”

No doubt about it, even when we want to, moving forward and making substantial changes in our lives can be hard. We have habits, ways of doing things, ways of being in our environment that feel familiar and even comforting, despite a voice inside that may be telling us our surroundings aren't working as well for us as they have in the past—or have never worked well for us, period.

So if that's true, what do you suppose is holding us back from doing something that the “sane” part of our brain tells us is necessary and is ultimately going to be positive? Why do we often say that we want to do a thing and yet allow a million reasons to creep in that distract us from obtaining our stated goal? Why is it that we'd even do some distasteful task—such as defrost the refrigerator, or continue to live in chaotic surroundings, or remain where it hurts your knees every time you walk up the stairs or annoys you each Saturday you have to mow the lawn—rather than just get on with what our stated intentions are: make a change in our living arrangements that we think, in the end, will be good for us?
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