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Coming of Age . . . All Over Again


      

“Charming, funny, filled with great resources, and written by two great gals.” 


      

—Sharon Stone


      

“An amazingly comprehensive guide for facing the challenges of midlife and beyond. If Coming of Age doesn’t address it, it’s just not an issue.”

      


      

—Libby Gill, author of Traveling Hopefully


      

“A wise, funny, and exhaustive how-to guide for the midlife moment when you’re just beginning to need a new perspective.”


      

—Lynda Obst, producer of Sleepless in Seattle and How to Lose a Guy in 10 Days


      

“The midlife journey for women gets a little easier with Buffy and Kate along as traveling companions. An essential tool for

         women dealing with midlife issues.”

      


      

—Pat Gaudette, coauthor of How to Survive Your Husband’s Midlife Crisis


      

“Not to fear, friends are here. Kate and Buffy will feel like your best friends as they lead you through a warm, funny, and spot-on guide to getting the most out of the second chapter of your

         life. Their writing is so personal and vibrant, you’ll feel like they’re in your kitchen having coffee with you.”

      


      

—Joanna Johnson, writer and creator of the TV series Hope & Faith


      

“My midlife crisis began when I read this book and realized all the things I needed to start doing. . . . This is a must-read

         for all grown-up women!”

      


      

—Laurie David, activist Coming of Age …


   

      

To our Super Seniors—Middie, Big Topper, and Sandy And with love to all our friends at the tea party, with a special welcome

         back to Justine

      


   

Introduction


Our Own Private Iowa


Three years ago, a couple of things happened that made the two of us sit up and take notice.


A week after her fiftieth birthday, Buffy received her AARP membership card in the mail, and her first thought was, “Excuse me, but there must be some mistake!” She wasn’t ready to join the grizzled ranks of the retired. And then, two months later on Thanksgiving night, both of her parents slipped and fell coming out of their house. Luckily, neither was hurt badly, but it was the tipping point for Buffy and her siblings. It was time for the folks to move from their big house into a more senior-friendly apartment. But they didn’t even want to talk about it. They were adamant that, in their mideighties, they could live by themselves in a two-story house with a spiral staircase made of marble. They weren’t ready to scale down. They weren’t even ready to consider the next steps. They had no plan.


It was then Buffy realized that the AARP membership card—however unexpected and even unwelcome—was a sort of early signal telling her that if she couldn’t affect her parents’ choices, at least she could have some control over her own. Buffy realized that now was the time to start planning the second half of her life.


And whenever something really important comes along, Buffy calls her best friend, Kate. She told Kate, “We need to figure out this getting old thing now.”


Kate started laughing. Only the day before, her eighty-four-year-old mother had deposited a brand-new pair of $10,000 hearing aids into a bowl of foaming Polident.


“Count me in,” Kate said.


WHO ARE WE, ANYWAY?


We’re two women in our fifties, best friends since our first day of college more than thirty years ago. Kate, a children’s book publisher with three young adult sons and a husband who teaches college, lives in upstate New York. Buffy, a movie and television producer with a background in marketing, two young adult children, and a husband who writes for movies and television, lives in the Los Angeles area. In spite of the continent that lies between us, we have kept in touch over the years with visits, e-mails, and phone calls. Although we live on opposite coasts, we like to think that our friendship has thrived in an imaginary, heart-warmed place that lies somewhere in between. We call it Our Own Private Iowa. (“Idaho” was already taken.)


Over the years, we’ve kept ourselves busy in that Iowa, talking constantly and staying in touch with what happens in each other’s life. And let’s just say that we’ve been visiting Our Own Private Iowa a lot more frequently in recent years, as we’ve found ourselves dealing with a whole new set of midlife issues and trying to figure them out together.


SO THAT MAKES US EXPERTS?


Other than in our chosen fields, we don’t consider ourselves experts. But on the subject of living the second half of our lives, who needs experts? We figure we’ve made it through the first half having learned enough about ourselves and the world to make the second half of our lives the better half. And after doing the research and study that led to the writing of this book, we think of ourselves as being something much more useful, something we all need to be as we start to think about living the second half of our lives: prepared. Being properly prepared will make you the first and best expert on how to live the second half of your life with style, wit, and a dash of imagination.


READY, SET, RESEARCH!


One week after that fateful “AARP card incident,” Kate happened to come out to the West Coast on business. Deciding to take full advantage of this unexpected time together, our first stop was a bookstore. While we have come to love and rely on the Internet, we both crave the intimacy of words on a printed page. We were in search of a book that would help us plan the second half of our lives. Wanting the full-tilt bookstore experience—coffee, easy chairs, and an awesome selection—off we went to the fabulous, one-hundred-and-ten-year-old Vroman’s Bookstore in Pasadena.


There was, as you must know, no dearth of books in the self-help section, many directed toward people—well, let’s put it this way—one heck of a lot older than we think of ourselves. We found lots of books about fighting old age, negative thinking, wrinkles, cholesterol, cancer, and fat, fat, fat. We found books on coping with menopause, impotence, toxic mothers, boomerang children, and stress, stress, stress. We found books empowering the inner child, the outer adult, the creative spirit, and the entrepreneur in you. We found books about where to retire, when to retire, and how to retire with enough money that you don’t have to subsist on cat food.


Good ideas abounded in all of these books, but they just weren’t the book we were looking for: a single, handy volume, a handbook if you will, that would tell relatively young people—people in their midforties to midsixties—how to pull it all together and start gearing up for the second half of their lives. Because there wasn’t such a book, we decided to give ourselves some time to explore, experiment, and share with each other concrete ways in which we could start to prepare and plan for the next phase. Before we knew it, something uncannily like the book we had gone looking for that day in Vroman’s began to take shape.


We talked once a week on the phone and exchanged innumerable e-mails—a sampling of which you’ll see throughout the text—as we divided up assignments, reported on our progress, interviewed people, swapped notes, books, CDs, and Web sites, and generally tried to keep ourselves on task when we lagged and to bolster each other when we got discouraged. As the project grew and expanded in scope, our excitement began to mount. We felt like two kids on a secret journey—facing forward fearlessly, embracing the future, and determined never to look back.


COMING OF AGE . . . ALL OVER AGAIN


We began to feel a bit like we did our senior year of high school: poised between two of life’s grand phases. In fact, we felt as if we were coming of age, in a new and wonderful way, all over again. As Buffy watched her daughter, Daisy, complete her senior year in high school, it occurred to her that, like Daisy, she and Kate stood on the threshold of a larger world. As adults, we stand between family, career, and—all right, if we have to say it we will but just this once—retirement. From here on in, we will mostly refrain from using the R word, not just because it conjures up images of blue-haired ladies and doddering codgers parked on porches relentlessly rocking their way into oblivion, but also because—in case you haven’t already noticed—retirement, as our parents and their parents knew it, is being radically redefined. Not only are we living longer, healthier lives, but we’re also working longer, and not always because we must, but just as often because it’s what we choose to do.


Not so very long ago, people greeted the onset of their older years by shifting down, phasing out, fading away. That is not what we’re talking about here. On the contrary, we are talking about gearing up, reinventing, and reengaging. In the sixties, baby boomers brought about a cultural revolution, the ripples of which extended to every corner of our lives: from the politics we practiced to the clothes we wore to the food we ate to the rock and roll we loved. Now, in the early years of the new millennium, we stand perfectly poised to bring about a second revolution, one that will transform the very concept of what it is to venture beyond age fifty and do so in style.


ASK YOURSELF SOME QUESTIONS


Beyond the obvious and irrefutable fact of your age, perhaps you are wondering whether there are any prerequisites for reading this book. It might help if you are a woman. We both view the world from a very female point of view and, therefore, are more comfortable addressing ourselves to other women. But when we really think about it, the major prerequisite is that you be ready and willing to open yourself up to a world of questions. Questions such as:




	Am I happy?


	What is my work-to-play ratio?


	How do I feel about my body?


	Do I feel healthy? Fit?


	What are my passions, hidden or otherwise?


	Do I make enough time for my friends?


	How do I rate as a mate? A parent? A child? A sibling?


	What is the last book I read?


	Am I in touch with my innermost self?


	How much money is enough?


	Am I a good citizen?


	How do I want to spend the days and nights of the second half of my life?





As these questions crop up—along with lots of others—it’s very important to remember that you don’t have to answer them right away. In fact, you may just want to let them hang in your mind for a while. Don’t try to force or contrive your answers. Go about the business of your day-to-day life, then let the answers work themselves out for you gradually and naturally. The answers will come.


LIFE IS JUST A LAYER CAKE


We love this metaphor. We could eat it up with a fork. Life is a veritable multilayered extravaganza. This book is divided into chapters meant to prepare, coach, and encourage you to gear up for the important business of designing the second half of your life. The chapters cover the whole cake, the essential layers of your life. Each chapter includes discussions, shared experiences, exercises, and specific ideas to help you plan joyfully.


Within each chapter, you’ll find seven tools, “seven candles” if you will, that you can use to help sort out the second half of your life. These candles represent seven bright lights, practical approaches we came upon as we wrote this book. You’ll get the hang of using them as we go along, but here’s a quick first look:




	
Create time. What did Alfred Lord Tennyson call time? “A maniac scattering dust.” But it doesn’t have to be like that. We’ll show you ways to slow down and make the time you need to live your life mindfully.


	
Reflect. Once you’ve found more time in your life, you’ll have the space to see and understand things more clearly. We’ll share some techniques, including breathing (yes, there is a right way to do it) and meditation (it’s not as scary as it sounds), to help you slow down and look deep inside yourself for calm, clarity, and focus.


	
Practice patience. Resist judging yourself and others. It doesn’t help. We’ll share some strategies to help you curb impatience and set realistic goals, then meet or even exceed them.


	
Research. We aren’t experts on a lot of the issues covered here, but we have done copious amounts of research so we can bring you the best available resources. We synthesize information for you and offer additional resources—books, Web sites, newsletters, tapes, and CDs—if you want even more information.


	
Find role models. Now that you’re older and wiser, you can choose your own role models rather than having them thrust upon you. We’ll offer suggestions to help you find them and share some of our own.


	
Write it down. Writing things down gives them power. We’ll show you how to record your thoughts and plans for the future. If you write it down when you’re in your forties, fifties, and sixties, you can make it happen in your seventies and eighties.


	
Get together. We boomers hatched together in numbers so staggering that the world is still reeling. But somewhere along the way, we pulled back into ourselves and hunkered down in our family bunkers, watching the world on our TVs and now our computer screens. We’ll teach you how to reconnect with old friends and make some new ones so you won’t go through this whole “coming of age” process alone.





As you may have already guessed, this is not your granny’s self-help manual. It’s not even your mommy’s. This one’s for you, so hold the Geritol, and ix-nay on the blue hair. It is a book that we trust you will be drawn to again and again, as a source of both information and inspiration. It is a book that you work through as much as you read.


For these reasons, we recommend that you nibble at it steadily, rather than devouring it from cover to cover. Take it one chapter at a time, and make the time to do each chapter right. Ask yourself the important questions, do the exercises, and conduct any research you feel you need before you move on to the next. You might want to give yourself a week or even a month to do each chapter. Or maybe you’ll want to spend a season with each part. Do whatever it takes, but do not let yourself feel overwhelmed. Set reasonable goals and practice patience. Congratulate yourself for even the smallest achievement. And never, ever get down on yourself for not doing enough. Whatever you can handle is enough. Whatever you do is great.


We heartily encourage you to get together with a friend or two to work through this book. We got together to create it and know that we got, oh, at least twice as much out of it as we would have had we done it alone, so we think it’s a great idea for you to do the book with a friend, a mate, or a small group. Do the exercises together. Share your experiences. Offer love and support and cheer each other along. Swap resources. Learn. Grow. Plan. Strive to make these the best years of your life.



      

Part One


      

Myself


      

Enough about you. What about ?


      

Remember those days of yore, before you had a mate or kids or a career or a job? Remember how you had lots of time to sit

         around and think about who you were and what you were going to be when you grew up? You had a whole lifetime to contemplate

         and dream about. So you got together with your friends, your parents, your teachers, and your guidance counselor, and you

         made plans. You were coming of age, and it was a sweet, exciting time in your life.

      


      

And then what happened? Life happened. Life came along, grabbed you by the collar, and dragged you off to spend the next thirty

         years planning for others, thinking of others, doing for others, and pretty much letting life make its plans for you.


      

Now it’s time to grab back your life, smooth out your collar, and take stock of your mind and your body. That’s what the first

         four chapters are about—you! We’ll start by asking you to get in touch with your long-lost inner self so you can figure out

         exactly who you are, where you are, and precisely what you want out of the second half of your life. Then we’ll talk about

         getting you on a weekly regimen of exercise and planning for a lifelong health maintenance program. Because your body isn’t

         much good to you if your mind takes early retirement, we’ll discuss some strategies to keep your mind engaged and engaging.

      


      

Why spend all this time focusing on yourself? Because if you don’t have a solid relationship with yourself, it’s impossible

         to have one with your family, friends, coworkers, community, and the world at large. So find a good notebook, take a deep

         breath, and let’s go knocking on the door of your Inner Guidance Counselor.

      


   

1


Who Am I Again?


Reconnecting with the real you


Dear Buffy: What do I have to do to get some peace and quiet around here? If the phone rings, I swear, it zaps me like a cattle prod. If somebody walks in on me while I’m meditating, I feel like I’m undergoing a hostile invasion. Noah came in the other day to ask for some lunch money. I levitated three feet, spun around, and spewed green slime in his face. Poor kid. Not exactly the path to enlightenment, is it? Love, Kate


Dear Kate: You have a lock on your bedroom door, right? And your kids can read, right? So a Do Not Disturb sign is all you need. How’s that for enlightenment? Love, Buffy


Dear Buffy: Hey, buddy, thanks for the light. Love, Kate


THE LONG-LOST YOU


This chapter is about getting in touch with your inner self, the rich gooey bottom layer of your cake. Remember that self? It’s down there somewhere. It’s the self that you neglected or suppressed over the decades while you commuted to work, put in overtime, paid the bills, helped the kids with those last-minute science projects, and seethed at your mate for failing to shift the wet laundry into the dryer. The you who has been trapped inside and not allowed out to play. The you who has been drowned out by the din and lost in the shuffle of family and work for the past twenty or thirty years. The you who knows what you want and what you need to be happy and healthy. That’s the person we’re going to tap into to help make the rest of your life the best of your life.




Kate Checks Out of Jerry Springer’s Green Room


So I had reached a point in my life where I was beginning to feel like a regular on the Jerry Springer Show. My kids all seemed to be in crisis at once. My husband and I were barely on speaking terms. My job was stressful and life outside it nearly nonexistent. I was sleep deprived, recreationally challenged, and nearly crippled from a hideous session with a sadistic trainer. My family was not helping with the housework. And my mother — once the head of the cavalry that had always come charging to my rescue — had moved into my dining room following a stroke and didn’t know who I was, much less that I could have used a little support. I know it sounds like I’m laying it on a little thick, but Buffy has the e-mails and the phone bills to prove that it’s all true.


Friends and coworkers wagged their heads in sympathy and amazement as I reeled off, in masochistically macho fashion, my long list of woes. My suggestion box was overflowing with their well-meaning ideas, helpful hints, and surefire prescriptions:


Family therapy is always an option.


How about couples therapy?


Go away for a weekend.


Pamper yourself.


There’s a Chinese herbalist off Flatbush Avenue you absolutely must see, but I hear there’s a three-month wait.


I know a really good chiropractor.


Fire your trainer.


You know, you really should consider going to a therapist.


Ever thought of taking up a nice relaxing hobby?


I’m sure there’s a book out there that can help you.


Get your kids to pick up their own socks.


There’s this really great marriage counselor in Brooklyn.


Far from comforting me, these suggestions only irritated me. I was incapable of taking any advice, no matter how well meaning or promising. And for every idea and suggestion offered, I had a ready rebuttal:


My kids would no more undertake family therapy than join a macrobiotic commune.


Therapy is so self-indulgent.


Don’t have time.


Don’t have money.


Herbs schmerbs.


Aren’t chiropractors quacks?


My trainer is making me strong.


I don’t think you heard me the first time: therapy is self-indulgent.


A hobby? You must be mistaking me for your Uncle Herbie.


They haven’t written a self-help book that can help me.


It’s easier to pick up their dirty socks than to nag them into doing it.


Marriage counseling is for sissies and whiners.


“I’m fine,” I told myself. “I’m fine,” I told my husband and family. “I’m fine,” I told my friends. “I’m really really fine! I can handle it. I really can. I’m tough stuff! Haven’t I always handled it? Aren’t I Wonder Woman?”


Looking back, of course, it’s easy to see what the problem was. I was completely overwhelmed by events, out of touch with myself, and, perhaps more important, out of sympathy with my own plight. My poor overloaded self was crying out for help and I just kept saying, “We’re fine. Move along, folks. There’s no problem here.” And I probably would have gone on indefinitely in this fashion had my mother not been felled by that stroke. Losing my cavalry was, I suppose you could say, the final insult. I had no choice but to take a big deep breath and say uncle.


Did I cure all my woes at once? Not by a long shot. As a matter of fact, during the course of researching and writing this book, I addressed one thing at a time, gradually. Have I eliminated all my woes? Don’t be silly. Life is all about woes, but the quality of our lives depends on how we ride them out. And the important thing is that I have established the habit of checking in with myself on a regular basis to make sure I am giving myself the love and support I need. And guess what? Because of that, I’m getting more love and support from everyone around me. The reason? I have begun to develop a much clearer self-concept. And I’m happy to say that I’ve finally checked out of Jerry Springer’s green room.




DEVELOPING A HEALTHY SELF-CONCEPT


Exactly who you are is inextricably bound up with your self-concept, how you see yourself. What makes you happy and what makes you unhappy? What inspires you and what drives you right up the wall? Your self-concept is a knowledge of your strengths and your weaknesses. Once you have a clear self-concept, you will be better able to steer yourself toward situations that will yield positive benefits in the second half of your life and avoid situations that will bring you unhappiness.


Having a strong self-concept involves self-appreciation, self-acceptance, self-enjoyment, self-confidence, self-sufficiency, and self-comfort. Take some time to review each of these six happy outcomes, and rate yourself on a scale of 1 to 10, with 1 meaning needs improvement and 10 meaning darned near perfect. Try to be as honest and specific as possible, and to see yourself within the context of your daily life. We’ll talk you through it, point by point, and Kate will take the test with you.

Self-Appreciation


Self-appreciation means understanding and savoring what makes you unique, lovable, and interesting.


Relax. This one doesn’t require a rating. Instead, list at least five traits that you appreciate in yourself that make you unique. Let’s call this your “personality thumbprint.” List the whorls and swirls and curlicues of your personality.


Here is Kate’s Personality Thumbprint to give you the idea:




	I have a great deal of energy and can energize the people around me.


	I see what there is to love in most people.


	I like to make things with my hands: gardens, meals, embroidery, dinner parties.


	I am happier when I am working; free time makes me anxious.


	I have a wicked, irrepressible sense of humor.









Self-Acceptance


Self-acceptance is about making peace with who you are, warts and all. After all, you’ve lived with yourself for half a century and it’s about time you called a truce with yourself.


How do you rate your self-acceptance? Can you list your warts? Perhaps one of your warts is that you tend to be stubborn. Perhaps you have a quick temper or are easily disappointed.


These are Kate’s warts: she is a sloppy multitasker, she refuses to accept help, and she indulges in ongoing self-deprecation. She gives herself a 5.


What about you? Have you made peace with your warts? Even better, have you learned to harness them in a positive way? Negative traits, if properly channeled, can be used for positive ends. Stubbornness, for example, can help you persevere when tasks are difficult. Anger may motivate you to stand up for yourself.

Self-Enjoyment


Self-enjoyment involves being able to savor the pleasure of your own company. When you can enjoy being alone, you come to appreciate yourself in a new and satisfying way.


How do you rate your self-enjoyment? Can you spend the day by yourself and derive pleasure from it? Can you eat out alone? Go to the movies or take a class or browse in a bookstore alone, or if you do, are you all the while obsessed by your aloneness?


Kate has learned to enjoy her solitude while commuting on the train and reading and meditating at home. But she prefers company. Perhaps too much. She wouldn’t dream of eating out or going to a movie or a museum by herself. On weekends without company, she tends to get depressed. Too much entertaining exhausts her. What’s a gal to do? She gets a 7.

Self-Confidence


Self-confidence is about having faith in your own strength and wisdom. Nearly everything you need to know to live a wise, happy, and fulfilled life lies somewhere within you. Not out there someplace, but in there someplace, inside you. All you need to do is access it. Let that knowledge bubble up into your life like an inexhaustible, sustaining underground spring.


How do you rate your self-confidence? In a pinch, do you look inside yourself for the answers, or do you copy off your neighbor’s paper? Or maybe you go running to the nearest authority figure? Sounding boards are great, but you’ve lived half a lifetime and have vast stores of your own experience to call on.


Kate comes across as smart, funny, and knowledgeable, and for the most part, that’s who she really is. But she uses humor and her quick wit to cover fairly deep, dark pockets of self-doubt. She gives herself an 8.

Self-Sufficiency


Self-sufficiency means that you’re able to support yourself emotionally, possibly even financially, without looking for someone else to hold you up, buck you up, or sustain you.


How do you rate your self-sufficiency? Do you feel helpless without others? Would you be lost without your mate or your friends? It’s OK to travel with a clique, but if they all transferred to another school tomorrow, would you still be able to hold your head up in the hallways and the cafeteria?


Kate has been the major wage earner in her family for the past twenty-six years, so, financially speaking, she feels pretty self-sufficient. Emotionally and socially, she is perhaps too self-sufficient and could benefit from a little more interaction and socializing. She gets an 8.

Self-Comfort


Self-comfort is the absence of self-consciousness—easier said than done, particularly because many of us have been battling painful self-consciousness since adolescence or even earlier. Self-consciousness is about shame. It’s about letting others determine how you feel about yourself. It’s about living your life for others instead of for yourself. Isn’t it time to get comfortable with yourself so you can live your own life?


How do you rate your degree of self-comfort? Do you blush beet red when you are asked to speak at a conference or on a dais? Are you ashamed of yourself, the way you look, and the way your mind works? Or, all things considered, do you feel pretty comfortable in your own skin?


Kate can stand up in front of large groups of sales representatives and convince them in a matter of minutes that the book she is pitching will charm children, wow critics, and curry awards. But pretty comfy in her own skin? She’s been self-conscious about her large breasts since they popped out of her chest at age twelve, spent a pretty penny getting reduction surgery, and still feels self-conscious. She gets a 7.


***


OK, so now you know your starting point—your self-concept, how you see yourself today. In the rest of the book, we’ll work hard to help you figure out who, what, and where you want to be in the future. It may very well be that you’ll find your self-concept evolving along the way. Remember the seven candles? Now’s the time for them to shine, and we’ll start by applying them to the most challenging and most important part of your life: you.


CREATE TIME


Time’s the thing, isn’t it? You’re too busy to take time out for yourself. The demands of your busy life eat up time and rob you of solitude, of the peace and quiet you need to get in touch with your Inner Guidance Counselor. Now that you’ve spent half a lifetime putting everyone else first, don’t you finally deserve to give yourself more of that most precious resource?


We’ll share some ways to carve out time for yourself in your hectic life. But first, ask yourself a few important questions. (You might want to write down the answers in a journal or notebook to really give yourself a chance to think them through.)




	What role does time play in your life?


	How do you feel about time?


	If you were to assign time a human identity, what form would it take?





For example, would time be a strutting general who demands that you march forward? Would it be a malicious imp, pestering you to do, do, do or die? Or would it be, like Kate’s, Mistress of Pain, a leather-clad dominatrix snarling and cracking a whip? Exactly how is time personified for you? For many of us, time is not particularly kind. Start with your current perception of time, then see if you can gradually transform it into something positive—from a beast into an ally or from a devil into an angel who is looking out for you.

Take Time to Breathe


One important way to create time for yourself is to breathe mindfully. “Take time to breathe” sounds funny, doesn’t it? As though we are all holding our breath. Well, in a way, most of us are. Breathing is unquestionably the single most important controllable function that our bodies perform. We do it automatically, yet most of us fail to breathe in a full, healthy, mindful way.


Have you ever stood over a crib and watched a newborn baby breathe? She does it deeply and naturally, using her lungs, diaphragm, and stomach. On inhalation, her lungs fill with air and her diaphragm goes down. On exhalation, her diaphragm rises, expanding her rib cage and pressing her stomach outward. As we grow, we gradually lose the knack of breathing deeply and fully. We begin to breathe in a tight, shallow fashion, restricted to our upper chest and throat. Why does this happen? Poor posture, tight clothing, self-consciousness about having our stomachs pooch out, and stress are some of the reasons. So we have to retrain ourselves to breathe properly—like sweet, calm, happy babies whose parents love them very much.


You can’t force deeper breathing. Forcing it just produces tension. But you can start to be more aware of it. Start by listening to your breathing, observing its patterns and rhythms. How does your state of mind affect the level and rate of your respiration? You can’t expect to change your breathing patterns overnight. It will take time, but it is worth the effort; you are worth the effort.


Deep, controlled breathing can be a powerful force. Athletes and actors know its power. Opera singers certainly do as well. You may have experienced its power if you used Lamaze or yoga breathing techniques during natural childbirth. The power afforded us by breathing more deeply is always available. Harness it now for your long-term health.

The Daily Breather


This exercise will get you in touch with your breathing patterns. Each time you perform this exercise, you will have succeeded in making time for yourself.


Wear loose, comfortable clothing. Make sure you won’t be interrupted, and close your bedroom door. You might want to post a DO NOT DISTURB sign on your door to discourage interruptions. Lie down on the floor. If your neck and head bother you, roll up a medium-sized towel and tuck it behind your neck. If your lower back starts talking to you, bend your knees slightly and place a pillow behind them.




	Lie very still and breathe normally. Notice which part of your body is moving. Place your hand on that part of your body. Is your hand on your upper chest? This is the area to which most of us restrict our breathing.


	Now gradually start breathing more deeply. Inhale through your nose, and exhale through your mouth. Try to pull down the breath more deeply into your lungs, into that less used, lower two-thirds.


	Think of your lungs as two balloons. Fill them up as you inhale, and as you exhale let the air empty out and the balloons deflate.


	As you inhale, feel your stomach expand like a third balloon. Blow up the balloon nice and big and round. Don’t worry. It won’t pop. And no one’s around to think your stomach is fat. Now exhale.


	Again, inhale. Draw the air down into your diaphragm. As you slowly exhale, feel the vertebrae in your lower back press into the floor. Repeat.





It might help to visualize your breath as having a color, say blue. Imagine your lungs and stomach filling up with refreshing blue vapor as you inhale, the blue vapor gradually draining out as you exhale.


During the day, whenever you can manage it, whenever you’re feeling a bit lint-headed, foggy, or stressed, take a Breather. You don’t have to retreat to your bedroom to do it. When you’re sitting at your desk waiting for your computer to boot up, sitting in your car waiting for the light to change, or simply walking down the street, inhale for a count of four or five, hold your breath for the same count, then exhale for twice that count. Do this several times. It doesn’t matter how long you do this exercise. It isn’t about time, it’s about time-out. We call these “out-and-about breathers.”


Begin to be mindful of the thoughts that go through your head during and after a Breather. Bring this quality of mindfulness to your inner life. Before long, you will find that your thoughts are coming into sharper focus. Your energy level will be higher, and you will feel more relaxed and confident as you welcome the day’s joys and challenges.


REFLECT


Throughout this book, we will ask you to spend time reflecting on yourself, your actions, and your future. We believe that it is only through quiet contemplation that you will be able to gear up, take control, and design the rest of your life.


Pausing to reflect is something most of us do without even knowing it. It’s sometimes called “wool gathering” or “staring into space.” A more structured way to gather wool is to meditate. If deep breathing offers a squeegee for your mental windshield, then meditation removes the windshield altogether and lets you see your thoughts, your challenges, and your dreams with perfect clarity. Once you are breathing more mindfully, meditation is the natural next step.


We know what some of you are thinking: “That’s New Age stuff, and it’s not for me.” Try to keep an open mind. If twenty years ago someone had told Kate, a busy, no-nonsense New Yorker, that in her fifties she would be meditating twice a week, she would have told him to get outta town and join an ashram. But Kate discovered that the only way she can clear some space in her busy, noisy life, the only way she can truly be alone with her thoughts, is by meditating.


During one of your wool-gathering expeditions, ask yourself what four things in this world make you really happy. Why is it important to identify these things? Because, on some level, you can and should design the second half of your life around them. Hold those four items in your mind as you make your way through this book. Work them into the theme of your design. They can be your warp and your woof. They can also change, and that’s OK. Don’t worry if you only came up with two, or you couldn’t narrow your list down from twenty. Just starting to focus on what makes you happy is the crucial part of this exercise. Do be aware, however, if one of your items contradicts or cancels out another. Try to resolve such contradictions as you progress.




Dear Buffy: OK, so did you get a chance to do the “Four Things That Make You Really Happy” meditation? Love, Kate


Dear Kate: Yep. I came up with: money, money, money, money. Kidding! Let’s see. It was Peter, my kids, writing, and touching. Love, Buffy


Dear Buffy: Here’s what popped into my head: family, riding, writing, you. Love, Kate


Dear Kate: That’s so sweet! Now I feel guilty. Love, Buffy


Dear Buffy: You’d better. Love, Kate






Kate, the Reluctant Swami


OK, so I am not exactly swami material. I can’t do the lotus position. I can’t even sit cross-legged. This is not a function of age. Even in kindergarten, during circle time, when I sat on the floor with my legs crossed, my feet would fall asleep and my knees would get the screaming meemies.


So instead, I lie down on my bedroom floor. Before I lie down, I make sure I have hung the sign Buffy sent me on the bedroom doorknob. It says Go Away in very polite needlepoint letters, and so far has successfully warded off intruders, despite eliciting an occasional snide remark from my kids. I put a pillow behind my knees, and I roll a towel under my neck. That way I’m comfortable, but my spine is still straight. (In order for meditation to be successful, energy needs to flow up and down a straight spine.) I close my eyes and begin to breathe deeply and mindfully. I imagine that I am a feather, dropping gently from high atop a steep bluff. Slowly, slowly, with each breath, I drift ever downward to the soft, mossy ground below, becoming more tranquil and more relaxed with each breath.


I guess you’d say I’m a practical meditator. I always have an agenda, a problem I want to solve or ponder. I find that if the answer doesn’t come to me during the meditation, it usually does within the next several hours. It just appears. Like magic. I feel a little bit like an ancient Greek consulting an oracle. But, hey, it’s a technique that works for me, and I’m glad I opened my previously closed mind to it.




PRACTICE PATIENCE


As you begin to ponder the second half of your life, you must recognize the important role patience will play in creating your future. There is a lot to do. It cannot be done overnight. You are committing to a journey of discovery, and patience needs to be your helpmate.


So many of us have type A personalities: when we want something, we want it now. Patience doesn’t always come easily. And the heightened pace of modern life, rather than satisfying us, seems only to fuel our impatience, transforming us into type A plus personalities. That’s a grade that none of us should want. We live in a world with five hundred television channels, 24/7 news, voice mail, instant messaging, e-mail, faxes, cell phones, and a Starbucks on practically every corner. All of these modern conveniences, many of which have made us smarter and more efficient, have also put us on overload and given rise to a whole host of habits we like to call “edge behavior.” Edge Behavior includes everything from multitasking to hyperventilating to overdosing on caffeine. We need to find ways to modify this behavior, to sand down our edge. Here is an exercise to help you do just that.

Sanding Down the Edge


Start by making a list of your habitual Edge Behaviors. Your Edge Behaviors might include any or all of the following. (These happen to be Buffy’s Edge Behaviors.) See how many of them you can lay claim to. How many others can you come up with?




	Drinking three or more cups of coffee per day


	Driving over the speed limit, running yellow lights


	Multitasking


	Eating standing up, eating food quickly


	Feeling impatient with inanimate objects, such as computers, cars, cell phones, and land lines, and activities, such as waiting for services and being put on hold


	Intolerance of strangers


	Jumping to conclusions, flying off the handle


	Picking cuticles


	Hyperventilating





Now spend some time thinking about what’s on your list. What does it tell you about yourself? How do you feel when you succumb to the edge? Breathless, overstimulated, rushed, hostile? How about so impatient you could bite a steel girder in half? Do you know what you need? Do you know what we all need? A personal prescription for practicing patience.


To give you an idea of how to come up with your own prescription, here’s Buffy’s (based on her Edge Behaviors):




	Replace at least one cup of coffee with decaf, herbal tea, or water.


	Drive within the speed limit; slow down at yellow lights.


	Do one thing at a time. (Well, at least some of the time; make an earnest effort.)


	Sit down and eat slowly; enjoy each mouthful of each meal.


	Give strangers the benefit of the doubt.


	Practice deep breathing while waiting in line—for the light to change, for the computer to boot up, for my husband to show up—and before making tough decisions.


	Use cuticle oil or, if desperate, rub Chapstick on my cuticles.


	Place my tongue behind my upper teeth, then relax my jaw, lips, and tongue.





As you design your own prescription for patience, try to make the remedies as specific as you can. Refrain from using words like don’t, stop, quit, never, and have to. Take care to couch your prescription in positive terms.


Write down your prescription on three index cards. Post one where you will see it every morning, post one in the car, and keep one in your purse, backpack, or wallet. Read it often to remind yourself exactly how you will practice patience today. You can revise these cards at any time, and we encourage you to do so. As you get to know yourself better, you may realize that you have conquered some forms of impatience but find other pockets of impatience that you had overlooked, hidden, or plumb ignored.


RESEARCH


Research means looking closely for new ways of listening to both yourself and others. There are many paths, many ways to open your mind to new ideas and different perspectives, but all of them require that you listen actively. An important part of self-discovery is asking questions and actually hearing and considering the answers, listening deeply, and being open to new beliefs and different viewpoints. Consider using the following suggestions to increase your ability to listen actively.

Listen to Your Dreams


Sigmund Freud called the interpretation of dreams “the royal road” to the unknown life within us. Dreams give us important clues to our deeper selves and provide us with fresh perspectives on our thoughts and actions. Keeping a dream log is one of the best ways to access the content of your dreams. Dream interpretation is mainly intuitive and endlessly fascinating.


Here are some questions to ask yourself when recalling a dream: What happened in the dream? Where did it take place? Who were the principal players? What was said? How did you feel during the dream? What images do you recall?

Listen to Your Therapist


Therapy can be an extremely useful guide to self-discovery, especially when you have something specific you want to manage, accomplish, or solve, like how to design the second half of your life.


It’s also important to consider seeing a therapist if your Edge Behaviors or other problems are taking over your life.

Listen to Your Spiritual Adviser


A church, temple, or mosque is an ideal place to sit in silent contemplation, meditation, and prayer. Seek the counsel of your priest, rabbi, reverend, or minister. Share your ideas with your higher power in prayer.

Listen to a Teacher


Learning and belief systems abound in today’s world. Teachers and experts offer advice in books and magazines, on TV, the radio, and the Internet. But teachers are often more available than experts. A wise teacher, instructor, friend, boss, or coworker can be wonderfully helpful when you air ideas for the second half of your life.

Listen to Yourself


Go on a retreat and take time to listen to yourself. There are many different kinds of retreats: health, yoga, nature, travel, meditation, business, couples’, women’s. Some, like yoga or meditation retreats, offer you an opportunity to practice extended periods of silence. Being silent for a day, a few days, or even longer can be a powerful and compelling opportunity to spend time with your own thoughts and to commune with and pay heed to your Inner Guidance Counselor.


FIND ROLE MODELS


When you seek out people whom you admire, you are identifying role models. We often use role models unconsciously as points of comparison for ourselves. Now we want to use role models consciously. Seek out people you know and don’t know and observe how they are living the second half of their lives. They can serve as guides to the life you are just beginning to contemplate living. Role models are valuable. Cultivate and treasure them.


Kate has come to know a woman who is a good role model for self-knowledge. At age seventy, Jane lives an active life. She gives art lessons, does ceramics, belongs to a book group, keeps a journal, sings in her church choir, and stays in constant touch with her four children and her six grandchildren. She and her husband have friends over for dinner at least once a week. But despite all that activity, she lives her life with an ear keenly attuned to her inner self.


Jane considers almost everything she does, even cleaning the house, to be a form of active meditation. For her, teaching, cooking, reading, and singing are all forms of meditation in motion. Jane makes sure that every day—no matter how mundane the tasks that fill it—resounds with a celebration of her spirit and the spirits of those she touches. Jane lives life authentically, and her every action and gesture vibrates positively with energy and love.


WRITE IT DOWN


Writing down your thoughts, ideas, and plans will help you make them happen. In each chapter of this book, we will ask you to write down your dreams so you can use those important and transforming thoughts to design the second half of your life. Writing down your thoughts gives them power. Commit yourself to paper.


If you don’t already keep a journal, you might want to start now. Find a notebook that pleases you, preferably one that lies flat when opened and has lines. Keep it and a pen near your bed, and write in it nightly when you’re a little bit sleepy, your guard is down, and the day’s events are still fresh in your mind. Or write when you are on the subway or bus, during your lunch break, or right before you start watching your favorite TV program. Create a special time to write down your thoughts. Don’t worry about your penmanship, grammar, or literary style. If you find that you are boring yourself silly with mundane details, like what you ate, where you went, and what you did, try to include how you felt, what you learned, and what you are grateful for. Think of yourself as the hero of your own personal adventure.


Consider carrying this notebook—or a smaller, more portable journal—with you throughout the day, and use it to capture your daydreams, passing thoughts, plans, and lists of things that are important to you. Whether bedside or in your bag or hip pocket, a journal can link your mind with your inner self through your writing hand. Your ideas, recollections, ambitions, concerns, and dreams are vital to understanding who you are now and who you hope to be in the future. Take time to record as much of this as you can.


Dear Buffy: When we thought my mother was going to die, I got in bed one night — it was my old bedroom in the house I grew up in — and read all of her journals. Every single one of them, from cover to cover. I learned so much about her. For the past ten years, it seemed like all she did was worry about money. I knew she had been concerned about paying the bills. That’s why I helped her out when I could. But I never realized she was downright scared. I also never knew how shaky her self-confidence was. She had always come across as so self-assured, so strong. I met a different woman in those pages. Then, when it turned out that she wasn’t going to die, not yet at least, I felt guilty at first for having invaded her privacy. Then I was glad I did, because it helped me understand her better. Now I see the whole woman. Love, Kate


Dear Kate: That’s a good way to look at a journal. It’s the one place where you can be yourself, minus the public persona. Your true self. It’s also a way to freeze time, I think. Where else do you have the time and space to dwell on a single event or emotion? It’s so easy to let life blaze past us without giving it a second thought. I’ve kept a journal since college but not as religiously as I would like. I also have too many notebooks and feel a little scattered. Love, Buffy


Dear Buffy: I’m shocked. You? Scattered? That’s not the Virgo I know and love. Love, Kate


GET TOGETHER


Getting together with a friend or two to work through this book, just as we did in Our Own Private Iowa, is a great idea. Each of us will chart our own paths through the second half of life, but that doesn’t mean we can’t compare the routes we’ll take or share the discoveries we make along the way with a friend or even a small circle of friends.


If a meditation class is being offered nearby and you feel funny or shy about going, invite a friend to go along, and explore the process together. Does the idea of going on a retreat freeze your feet? Invite a friend and thaw those feet: go together. Vet and swap CDs and DVDs, and share any positive experiences you have had or tricks you might have picked up. Talk about your ideas and dreams. Just by sharing your ideas and dreams, by simply saying them aloud to someone who knows and loves you, you will make them more viable, more real.

Visualize Your Future


One of the goals of this book is to help you create the life you want. So let’s imagine what that life will look like. All set? Whether meditating or simply contemplating, start to form a picture in your mind. Imagine yourself fifteen years from now. How do you look? Where are you living? What are you doing? Who are you with? How do you feel? Happy? Anxious? Try to make the picture as clear as possible and then hold it in your mind. Conjure up as much detail as you can. Fill in any blank areas. If you can’t, just leave them blank for now. You can always fill them in later.


Don’t be afraid to be playful. Did the four things in this world that make you happy show up in this picture? Or did other things jostle for position?


Now jot down in your notebook, on a piece of paper, or on an index card what the picture looked like. We like to call this the “dream cake.” Put the card in your jewelry box or in a desk drawer. Take it out every so often as you work your way through this book.




Kate’s Dream Cake


I am sitting at a large wooden table. The picture window before me looks out on a horse paddock. I don’t see a barn, but I do see a small, simple shelter. There are three horses grazing in the paddock.


The house I live in is a large one-room structure. It is simple and organized, like a houseboat, with a place for everything and everything in its place. There is a nice galley kitchen with painted tiles along one wall. Elsewhere in the room, there are shelves of books. There is a big high bed, covered with colorful pillows, that doubles as a lounging area.


I am writing in a journal in which I periodically press flowers that I have gathered from the fields nearby.


Buffy and another friend are coming over for lunch, and I am thinking about what I should make for us to eat. I’m not sure where my husband is or even if he is still a part of my life, and this troubles me a bit. Will my husband play an integral role in my future or not?


Other than that, I like what I see. I’m excited about it. I want to live here. I want to know how to get here from where I am today.




PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER


Now it’s time to review what we’ve learned. Take a few moments to look back at the exercises you have completed. What have you learned? What are your hopes and dreams? Think about the challenges you are facing. Focus on the actions you might take to meet those challenges. And remember:




	
Create time to breathe and get in closer touch with your inner self. Develop your Personality Thumbprint.


	
Reflect, using silent contemplation or meditation. Develop a self-concept.


	
Practice patience by analyzing your Edge Behaviors and creating a personal prescription for patience.


	
Research by opening your mind and actively listening to your inner voice and the voices of others.


	
Find role models who have strong self-concepts.


	
Write down your thoughts, hopes, and dreams. Through meditation or reflection, whip up your Dream Cake.


	
Get together and compare notes about ways and means of figuring out who you are and what you want to become.




TO-DO LIST


Here is a list of things you might consider incorporating into your plan. We call it a to-do list, but you don’t have to do everything on it. Just do the things that spark your interest.




	Perform Daily Breathers.


	Practice Out-and-About Breathers.


	Buy, borrow, or rent a meditation tape.


	Join a meditation group; visit an online meditation site.


	Develop a home meditation routine.


	Sand down you edge.


	Write and post your personal prescription for patience.


	Start a dream log.


	Play around with what a strong self-concept means to you.


	Chart your daydreams.


	Visit a therapist.


	Join a therapy group.


	Find a teacher or mentor.


	Commission an astrological chart.


	Go on a silent retreat, or spend a day without speaking.


	Keep a journal.


	Chant.


	Choose and use a mantra.


	Design a labyrinth for meditation in your backyard.


	Create a sanctuary in your backyard using a religious symbol such as a Tibetan prayer wheel, a Celtic cross, an angel weathervane, or a St. Francis statue.


	Make a mini–Zen garden.


	Take up Tai Chi.


	Take up yoga.


	Go alone to the beach, mountains, desert, or backyard, and bring your journal.


	Practice your faith.





KATE’S PLAN


My two biggest challenges are learning to breathe mindfully and creating time for myself. My hectic schedule requires five hours of train commuting each day, and I pack five days of work into four. Apart from the many people who work for me, whose problems frequently become mine, I have a husband, two adolescent sons living at home, an older son living nearby who hasn’t quite made it all the way out of the nest, an eighty-plus-year-old mother with health problems who now lives with us, siblings who feel guilty or sullen for not helping more, and not enough hours to get in touch with myself. It seems to me as though I spend a great deal of time caring for other people and not enough time caring for myself.
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“Charming, funny, filled with great resources, and written by two great gals."
—SHARON STONE
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