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			For Skylar, Morgan, and Hannah, with love

			“Give the ones you love wings to f ly, roots to come back and reasons to stay”

			—Dalai Lama
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			“We delight in the beauty of the butterfly, but rarely admit the 
changes it has gone through to achieve that beauty”

			—Maya Angelou

		

	
		
			Author’s Note

			The birth of the Baby Boom Generation—more than 77.5 million Americans—spanned 1946 to 1964. The early boomers, those born between 1946 and 1954, were impacted more by the conservatism of the fifties, while the younger boomers were directly influenced by their leading-edge predecessors. The first-stage boomers are in their early to late seventies now, while the youngest are in their sixties.

			When I began writing this book, we were just trying to acclimatize to a global pandemic. COVID-19 had clearly changed the game. The virus called upon us to be creative and think alternatively, steering our lives going forward. My greatest hope is that by the time you are reading this, our lives will have become freer of COVID and its variant viruses and that we will, therefore, find ourselves a bit less challenged, or at least less restricted.
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			Introduction

			“I never think of the future—it comes soon enough”

			— Albert Einstein

			We are the Baby Boom Generation, the ruling aristocracy of our people, who thought we had it all, knew it all, and would always reign. We had a kind of arrogance that fuels change and greatness. But we perhaps did not foresee a possible abdication of the throne.

			Through our lens, love would rule. But the war raged on, both on foreign shores and in our households, between us and our government, between us and our parents, and sometimes between us and ourselves. Our youth was a time of great revolution. We bucked authority and establishment, rewrote the rules for socializing and proselytizing, and wore our convictions like a badge of honor. The floodgates had opened—and we were not walking gently through but were crashing forth with inexorable speed.

			On foreign shores, battles were waged. But here at home, we were fighting for love—free, alternative, and without guile. We sported love beads, staged love-ins, and sang to the loss of innocence. We were the flower children, whose blossoms seemed eternal. We gave and made love openly, without expectation, without regret. We communed with love, gave birth to love children, and insisted that love was the answer.

			But what was the question? And exactly where and when were we derailed?

			We navigated our lives with unbridled enthusiasm as King shared his dream, Twiggy donned a miniskirt, and Elvis’s hips were upstaged by Mick’s. We luxuriated in a spiritual bath of Eastern philosophy, hypnosis, psychoanalysis, astrology, and hallucinogens. We, who feasted on an optimism born of a thriving world economy, were poised to speak out for peace and equality. We could not be coerced into a world that had come before us. We would make our own new universe. We took a stand. During the counterculture of the sixties and seventies, women and persons of color were fighting for equal rights, educating themselves on political issues, and revising the handbook on how to live and what to say. We were, after all, about to change history in a very big way. And the world as we knew it would bear little resemblance to itself going forward.

			Or so we believed.

			Who of us jumped on the wagon train of tuning in, turning on, and dropping out? The counterculture that the cultural norms of the fifties spawned gave us an enormous opening to investigate our curiosities and fantasies. When men like Ginsburg and Leary touted LSD and free love meant “have at it” sex, decisions were to be made. Boomers were commanded to be hip and, thus, hippies. Nudity was de rigueur at music festivals and other social gatherings, and those who stayed clothed often felt self-conscious and out of step.

			Peer pressure can never be underestimated. Not all boomers signed on to become hippies. Make no mistake, however. The movement was on, and there was no indication that the social attitudes would return to the conservatism of the fifties. Women were seductive in topless bathing suits and see-through blouses sans bras. Individuals were experimenting with multiple sex partners, engaging in open marriages, and attending clubs that held orgies. Pornographic films came out of the shadows, and Broadway shows featured actors who were totally nude. I know. I attended opening night of Hair. These new freedoms were, for many of us, confusing and scary, and we saw our personal values under self-scrutiny. As much as we thought ourselves to be doing our own thing, the truth is that we were following the rhythm of the times—to be free, spread love, and wear a flower in our hair.

			But who are we now, and how do we translate our individual blueprint? Are we still fighting for the same causes and values? Do we still want love and peace? How have our distinctive victories and losses brought us to this moment? We know now that we are not invincible, just like those before us, despite our rich pedigree. It is understood that we can enjoy the memories. But we cannot bask in them, for today is our challenge. We have tired of all the clichés about how fast time flies and how we must live every day as if it is our last. We are painfully aware of these sentiments.

			How do we feel relevant at a time when, all too often, it seems as though someone hit the Delete key on us? We had ambitions and dreams and hopes for what our lives would become after traversing the ambiguous slopes of our youth. But how frequently do we find ourselves thinking that our lives did not turn out the way we had imagined back when everything was groovy? Life might have exceeded our expectations or, conversely, left us feeling grossly disappointed. Either way, here we are, still trying to defy the odds.

			Sixty is the new forty! Really? Who started that marketing campaign? Sixty is sixty...make no mistake, with all the weight and all the bonuses. And who penned the term a woman of a certain age? Why can’t we just say our age without fear of judgment, embarrassment, or gossip? Or how about the television commercial for seniors advertising a protein drink with the tagline “Age is just a number, and mine is unlisted.” This is indicative of the pressure older women still feel to conceal themselves and their age.

			However, rather than shy away from our age and hide the years we have lived, we must wear them proudly. Legend has it that we have all the complexities and all the robustness of a full-bodied cabernet sauvignon and all the crispness and vibrance of a sauvignon blanc. We just need to uncork that bottle, embrace where we are now, and run with it—or walk slowly and carefully.

			There is no question that there was a large price to pay for many of us who really lived the sixties and seventies. Some straddled the line, others crossed it like racehorses. And when we were in it, we were voraciously committed. However, at some point, the music died for a second time, and we had to figure out our next act. For many, this has been daunting. We baby boomers had a specific idea of how our lives would be. We were activists, and when we protested, we believed our lives would be going in a new direction.

			But things didn’t always go as planned. Some of us have had good lives while others have struggled. However, I contend that there is always hope, whether it relies on an attitude shift or a commitment to do the hard work.

			In the following pages, I will discuss some of the losses we have experienced and share ideas on living and how you can maximize your life as a boomer. Finally, we will probe that elusive commodity—love.
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Loss

		

	
		
			A Garden Beyond Paradise

			Everything you see has its roots in the unseen world.

			The forms may change,

			yet the essence remains the same. Every wondrous sight will vanish, every sweet word will fade.

			But do not be disheartened,

			The Source they come from is eternal– growing, branching out,

			giving new life and new joy.

			Why do you weep?– That Source is within you,

			and this whole world is springing up from it.

			The Source is full,

			its waters are ever-flowing; Do not grieve,

			drink your fill!

			Don’t think it will ever run dry– This is the endless Ocean!

			— Rumi

		

	
		
			When Loss Comes Calling

			Throughout our lifetimes, we will experience countless losses, many of them unidentified as such. They often hide inside depression, addiction, and isolation rather than jumping out and identifying themselves as we take roll call. Feelings of inadequacy and low self-worth are frequent outgrowths. But what do we know about the true essence of loss? And if we cannot clarify our losses, how do we grieve them?

			It is also possible that we are not emotionally equipped to deal with our grief. Many of us have no idea how to process feelings of loss, and too often, the consequences are severe. All of the platitudes about moving on or how time will heal are just empty, ineffective phrases and come across as gratuitous and not helpful to the griever. How do we even recognize each loss, not to mention process all the feelings that accompany it? When we lose a family member, partner, friend, pet, or any loved one, we mourn the relationship that has ended. Whether we are terminated from a job, are forced to forfeit our home, experience health challenges, or see our lifestyle compromised, there is a great sense of loss, grief, and failure.

			In my work as a grief and loss specialist, I have been struck by an overarching theme of grief and loss among boomers. Despite all the otherwise great aspects of the boomer years, substantial heart-wrenching loss has accompanied them. The significance of this subject warrants a full section of its own, as you will see. I am going to touch on some of the grief areas just to give you a window into the hearts and minds of those who belong to this very special generation.

			It is important to take an honest look at some of the many losses we experience and how we are or are not grieving them. It is not necessary to spend a lot of time on each. But it’s essential to examine them just a bit. Keep in mind that each story has a timeline of its own. Some people suffer for a few months while others struggle with their loss over a period of years. Each griever experiences loss in a highly individual way. As a coach, I can listen to, empathize with, and support my clients. As a writer, I will depict their stories in an anecdotal fashion. The only story I can tell in graphic detail is my own.

			As my process with grievers is not therapy, my clients’ participation is very much what drives their recovery. Recovery sounds a bit like recuperation from an illness, and while grief is hardly an illness, it can be paralyzing and debilitating and contribute to physical illness and emotional distress. Though grief is not a malady, there too often are disproportionate feelings of shame, guilt, remorse, panic, and hopelessness assigned to it. According to Psychiatric Times, by age sixty-five, more than half of American women and 10 percent of American men will have been widowed at least once. One month after a major loss, about 40 percent of the bereaved meet the criteria for a major depressive episode. Two months after the loss, 24 percent meet these criteria. Newly bereaved individuals have a nine times higher risk of major depression than their married counterparts.1

			With the clear link between loss and major depression, it is apparent that boomers are particularly vulnerable to diminishing mental health as we are hit with all different kinds of loss from what, at times, feels like every angle.

			I cannot emphasize enough that if you are laboring with grief that lasts and disrupts your ability to engage, it is vital to seek help from a clinician who specializes in grief, loss, and trauma work.

			

			
				
					1	Paula J. Clayton, MD, and Paula L. Hensley, MD, “Bereavement-Related Depression,” Psychiatric Times 25 no. 8 (2008): https://www.psychiatrictimes.com/view/bereavement- related-depression.

				

			

		

	
		
			In Plain Sight

			It is difficult to quantify losses, especially when you try to compare which ones are worse than others. All loss is sad and troubling, and grief is an emotion we would rather avert. But for boomers, I think one loss that cannot be overstated is loss of relevance.

			We were on top of our game for so long that nothing could touch us. Everything we did seemed to matter, whether it was marching for civil rights or stringing beads. It was a time when world events were truly substantive. Sit-ins and love-ins were commonplace. The Evangelical movement gained traction as a response to our audacity. Authority was questioned in just about every arena. Indifference just wasn’t an option. And it was the children of the fifties and early sixties who would get seduced into the maelstrom of change. We invented it! Or so we thought.

			Technology was becoming more advanced when we sent a man to the moon. Black people daringly sat down at lunch counters and entered schools specifically designated for white people. Newness was infiltrating our psyches. And somehow, we were the purveyors of it all. We were that smug. We struggled over US involvement in the Vietnam War, but we were free from the attachment to World War II. We were an involved, contemplative, engaged cohort who truly cared about every facet of life. And we took a stand.

			Now, fast-forward to the present. How relevant do you feel when twenty-one-year-olds are making six figures straight out of college because they created an app? Or when a teenager is making a small fortune while trending on social media? We ache for substance, for a country with values and fairness, and for the days when everything we did seemed important. We now long to see more meaning in the world. Our hearts ache for civility.

			Were we kidding ourselves with our self-importance?

			My contention is no. The changes we forged were epic. And as boomers, we saw much of that change take effect. When we saw the federal legalization of gay marriage in 2014, we thought back to the gay liberation movement we passionately spearheaded in the 1960s. As we witness more women speaking up and having a voice through movements such as #MeToo, we are reminded of Gloria Steinem, the women’s rights movement, and how we fought for Roe and gathered by the thousands to protest anti-abortion laws in Central Park.2

			We watch the seeds we planted sprouting in so many progressive movements today: gay rights, women’s rights, environmental causes, advancement of space travel, and the increased use of electricity and solar power out of respect for the environment. We are the generation that gave momentum to great change, which was prescient in our cries. But the battles we once valiantly fought are not yet won.

			As the champions of the civil rights movement, we are failing miserably with the state of things right now. Before we passed the torch to the next generation, the Civil Rights Act was put into effect in 1964, outlawing discrimination based on race, color, religion, gender, national origin, and, eventually, sexual orientation and gender identity.

			We moved that dial only to see it become antithetical to what we strived for and still have not yet achieved. It was easy to believe that our generation would be the one to usher in the greatest revamping of society. Yet as the years have passed, we are confronted with the fact that, in many ways, our work is far from done. For every injustice we fought to correct, we learned of more ways the world is increasingly

			

			
				
					2	Daniel K. Williams, “What You Don’t Know About the Abortion Fight in America Before

					Roe v. Wade,” Time, January 4, 2016, https://time.com/4154084/anti-abortion-pre-roe/.

				

			

		

	
		
			Turn up the Volume

			So, what can we, as boomers, do to still be pertinent and participate in the important movements and discussions going on today? We are never too old to make meaningful changes. We can join UNESCO, add another voice in the fight against racial injustice, and be a force for its cause. UNESCO uses education, science, and culture to inform, inspire, and engage people everywhere to foster understanding and respect for each other and our planet. In 1978, the Declaration on Race and Racial Prejudice reaffirmed that “All human beings belong to a single species and are descended from a common stock. They are born equal in dignity and rights and all an integral part of humanity.”3

			If you marched for equality, voted with your conscience, or fought for the rights of all humans in your youth, it’s important to remember that the fight isn’t over. Nor is it yet lost. There is much you can do today to support the work you and your fellow boomers began in the sixties. Consider learning more about and contributing to the following efforts to right wrongs in our country and our world.

			
					In 2021, the United Nations Human Rights Council adopted a milestone UN resolution to create an independent  mechanism, made up of three experts, to investigate the root causes of systemic racism and police violence. A year later, The UN Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination expressed concern over the brutality and use of excessive or deadly force by law enforcement. It asked our country specifically to create or strengthen independent oversight bodies to ensure accountability of law enforcement officials for inappropriate use of force.4


					What about the Supreme Court ruling to overturn Roev. Wade? Did any of us ever imagine that could even happen? At this moment, it is incumbent upon each state to establish laws protecting abortion rights, as there is no federal standard. Some states make it illegal to have an abortion or consider criminal penalties if a woman tries to obtain one. In those states, pregnant women who do not want to go full-term will face the dilemma of doing jail time or traveling to a state that allows abortions. Of course, women of lesser means often do not have the finances to support that travel.

					
Our Bodies, Ourselves was published in 1973 as a groundbreaking book that stressed the importance of women claiming their own bodies and gave each of us permission to choose how we would honor what was undeniably ours. In concert with the feminist movement, women were encouraged to take charge of their physicality and feel comfortable in their own skin. Now we have lived to see that personal dignity once again on the chopping block. In July 2023, however, the Federal Drug Administration approved a nonprescription birth control pill for use in the US. That is a big win for future unplanned pregnancies.


			

			

			
				
					3	UNESCO, Declaration on race and racial prejudice, 1978.

				

				
					4	The website for the United Nations Human Rights Office of the High Commissioner.

				

			

		

	
		
			The Mirror Doesn’t Lie

			And then, here comes ageism. There is no doubt that ageism is alive and well, but we must prevail and prove to the younger generations that they cannot obliterate us easily, though many have tried. It is imperative that we speak out against ageism at every turn, especially in the workplace. The Federal Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) said in a 2018 report that age- based harassment claims more than tripled between 1992 and 2017.5 A national survey of 3,900 workers by AARP Research in 2018 found that nearly one person in four had heard a boss or a colleague make a negative age-based remark about them.6  How rude!

			Journal of the American Geriatrics Society has become more sensitive to age-related biases. In an editorial post in June 2017, the editors stated, “Despite years of progress in our own understanding of aging, public perceptions are still mired in a swamp that treats aging as undesirable. The public associates aging almost exclusively with decline and deterioration.”7

			However, in a 2024 poll conducted by the Pew Research Center, the fastest-growing age group in the US workforce consists of people seventy-five and older.8 Data shows that more Americans are working well past retirement age for several reasons, including high costs and low savings. Forecasters expect the cohort of workers past age seventy-five to double over the next decade as retirement plans evolve away from pensions that encouraged workers to retire by sixty- five.9

			Some older individuals might struggle to relate to certain movements and process progressive ideas, particularly because they are so often led by the youngest generations. For that reason, activism might appear to be a young person’s game, so we are often reluctant to get involved. However, as boomers, it is imperative that we have agency in the important dialogues that need to happen. Those of us who have graduated to being seniors have the credibility and years to have these meaningful conversations with our peers. Perhaps discussing modern-day movements with our friends and family, including the younger ones, might make today’s progressive ideas feel more accessible and less intimidating to those who believe their days of advocacy are behind them.

			Despite being pioneers, we definitely lack street cred today. We are unequivocally considered the old folks who are being replaced by millennials, Gen Xers, and Gen Y, and it erodes our egos. A new generation has surpassed us in numbers, and we need to graciously welcome them all and try to understand them. They blasted through with technology that was bewildering, challenging, and terrifying but also life-changing in many positive ways. We were given new vehicles to communicate face-to-face with friends and family. With the growing diaspora of children moving away from family, it is a blessing to be able to get on a Zoom call and see our children and grandchildren. Of course, with invention comes resistance to the learning curve of something new, although we must—even though we cannot compete with two-year-olds on iPads. But here’s the thing: It is not about competition. We must embrace forward thinking and new technology if we are to stay in the game. Plain and simple. No time for lamentation.

			For many of us, it has not been easy to see our children cohabitate with their love interests before marriage, especially those with children. But it is their way. We do not necessarily believe in their parenting styles, though they seem self-assured. Please know that none of this is judgment. It’s merely observation. I have a feeling many of you are nodding in agreement. We can only hope that our children and grandchildren will have good values, avoid many of the bad choices we made, and make all the good ones.

			But such is the way of life. Each generation kind of morphs into the next—some more gracefully and willingly than others.

			

			
				
					5	Victoria A. Lipnic, The State of Age Discrimination and Older Workers in the U.S. 50 Years After the Age Discrimination in Employment Act (ADEA) (U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity Commission, 2018).

				

				
					6	Perron, Rebecca, The Value of Experience: Age Discrimination Against Older Workers Persists (AARP, 2018), https://www.aarp.org/content/dam/aarp/research/surveys_ statistics/econ/2018/value-of-experience-age-discrimination-highlights.doi.10.26419- 2Fres.00177.002.pdf.

				

				
					7	Nancy E. Lundebjerg, MPA, Daniel E. Trucil, MA, MPH, Emily C. Hammond, BA, and William B. Applegate, MD, MPH, “When It Comes to Older Adults, Language Matters: Journal of the American Geriatrics Society Adopts Modified American Medical Association Style,” Journal of the American Geriatric Society 65 no. 7 (2017): 1386-88.

				

				
					8	Katherine Schaeffer, “U.S. centenarian population is projected to quadruple over the next 30 years,” January 29, 2024, Pew Research Center website, https://www.pewresearch.org/ short-reads/2024/01/09/us-centenarian-population-is-projected-to-quadruple-over-the-  next-30-years/.

				

				
					9	Angela M. Antonelli, “The Aging of America: A Changing Picture of Work and Retirement,” March 2018, Georgetown University McCourt School of Public Policy website, https://cri.georgetown.edu/the-aging-of-america-a-changing-picture-of-work- and-retirement/#:~:text=Older%20Americans%20Are%20Working%20Longer,to%20 work%20past%20age%2065.

				

			

		

	
		
			Relationship Is Not Guaranteed

			We felt free. Free to be you. Free to be me. Free to love who we wanted, when we wanted. And with that freedom came a price. Many families were splintered. It was easy to break the wedding vows—perhaps too easy. Often, couples with children lived separately. Some kept their nice homes, while others scaled down considerably. Couples who were friends with the divorced couple frequently chose sides after the divorce. Many asked, “Which partner do we remain friends with, and how will we let the other partner know that the friendship is over?” Sad, but commonly, this was the case. Divorce typically brings with it some form of stigma or feelings of failure.

			Roughly one in three boomers are unmarried.10 Widowhood and never marrying are factors. But declining boomer marriage rates are mostly because of divorce. Divorce has been a game changer for boomers and their future. Between 1990 and 2012, the divorce rate for those between fifty-five and sixty-four more than doubled, while the rate of divorce among people over the age of sixty-five nearly tri-pled. Even as the baby boomers continue to age, they divorce more than any other age group. “The gray divorce” refers to the divorce of couples generally aged fifty and above who had been married for a significant amount of time.11

			There are many reasons and possible explanations posited for the increase in divorce among older adults. The surge in gray divorce is one possibly unintended consequence of longevity. The lengthening of life expectancies decreases the likelihood that marriages will end in death, creating a broader window of time for couples to be exposed to the risk of divorce.12 My position has always been that the vow “Till death do we part” was created when a lifespan was likely thirty-five or forty years—approximately half of what it is now. It was more realistic then that couples could fulfill that vow.
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