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‘Age is irrelevant, unless you happen to be a bottle of wine’ Joan Collins


Keren Smedley is passionate about altering outdated stereotypes about age and helping people to change their beliefs and attitudes to ageing. As a professional life coach – for Saga among other organizations – she has been asked every kind of question you could imagine, and some you couldn’t, about the uncertainties and problems of today’s baby boomer. Whether it’s about sexuality, money, relationships, health, friends, planning for the future, the best selection of those questions is contained here in WHO’S THAT WOMAN IN THE MIRROR? You will be impressed by the wisdom of the answers – and the endless variety of the questions. Like an extended problem page for baby boomers, this book will inform as it entertains.
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As an experienced business and life coach, management consultant and facilitator, Keren Smedley has been working for over 20 years with individuals, groups and organisations. She is Woman’s Weekly’s agony aunt and Saga’s life coach. She runs her own business, Experience Matters, a consultancy specialising in coaching and consulting on age-related issues. The mother of three adult sons, she lives in north London with her second husband.




‘Show me any woman and I’ll show you someone who doesn’t feel secure about getting older. Here’s the book to offer all women practical help and advice’


Gloria Hunniford


‘In the introduction to her excellent book, Keren Smedley has used a quote from George Burns: “You can’t help getting older but you don’t have to get old.” In every elucidating chapter, Keren argues that you are “never too old for anything” and to substantiate her claim, she offers simple and straightforward case studies with various options and alternatives. She also offers one of the most substantial lists I’ve ever seen of helpful websites. Keren’s book is a must for the over-50s and, for my own benefit, I wish it had been around years ago’


Jan Leeming


‘Once you’ve read Keren Smedley’s book you need never look in a mirror again. It’s all in the words. A must to keep by your bed!’


Lynda Bellingham


‘Keren Smedley sees only opportunity and possibility when she looks at her 56-year-old reflection’


Woman’s Weekly


‘A practical, candid guide through the minefield of often painful and confusing experiences encountered by women in middle age and beyond’


Mature Times
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Introduction


‘You can’t help getting older but you don’t have to get old.’

George Burns



All this talk of 50 being the new 30, and 60 the new 40, may make catchpenny newspaper headlines, but it doesn’t amount to a hill of beans. For baby boomers now staring 50 or 60 in the face, the issues raised are far more complex as a new generation journeys into the unknown.

Because not only will the face staring back at you from the bathroom mirror look years younger than your grandparents did at the same age, but the potential anxieties of older age today are infinitely more complicated – and quite different – from the so-called retirement previous generations accepted as their inevitable fate.

I’ve worked now for over twenty years as a coach, consultant and counsellor. As a baby boomer myself, I have reached a ‘certain age’ but am still full of energy and innovative ideas. I find that many of my 50+ clients are regularly raising issues in coaching sessions which are related to age. As a specialist in organisational and people development, I have both the life skills and expertise to help others to challenge these issues and to find new and interesting ways to manage their lives. So I set up Experience Matters Limited, a company that specialises in coaching and consulting on age-related issues, to help individuals and organisations to find positive solutions. As Saga’s (an organisation dedicated to the 50+) life coach, I answer readers’ personal questions on the Saga website. I feel passionate about altering outdated stereotypes about age and helping people to change their beliefs and attitudes so that this period of their life is as productive and fruitful as the last.

Spool back two or three generations and the Bible’s assumption of a life expectancy that would encompass no more than ‘three score years and ten’ proved pretty accurate. But that was then. Now, the women (and some men, too) whom I meet in my work know full well that, unless they’re unlucky, they could live twenty or thirty years beyond the traditional retirement age. And it can frighten them silly.

Naturally, not all 50- to 60-year-olds are the same, far from it. We all have life stories that are different with different influences and experiences. These of course affect our attitudes to age. So, how do you manage, how do you plan ahead for two decades and more after you’ve stopped working? Do you stop working? How do you pace yourself? How do you juggle your finances? How do we stay vibrant and sexy well beyond the days our mothers dared think about sex? With no blueprint of a previous generation’s experience on which to draw, it can seem a bewildering prospect.

The feminist movement was far from perfect. It did encourage young women in the sixties and seventies, though, to express their innermost feelings to their contemporaries. But ask most women today who’ve cleared the hurdle of their fiftieth birthday and they’ll tell you that, at most, they might have only two or three female confidantes. I know: my ‘surgery’ is full of them.

Since the same questions and insecurities – over looks, love, loss, the problems of dealing with adult children and increasingly elderly parents – are raised time and time again in my conversations with individual clients, I have arranged this book into six sections. Each section will deal with a distinct topic, specifically answering a set of oft-repeated anxieties. Exercises and questionnaires are included that will enable the reader to assess what action could be taken next.

There is, of course, no blanket answer to any of the challenges posed by entering what romantic novelists call the ‘autumn of your life’. But, if this book can at least point you in the right direction as you adjust to the unfamiliar concept of having so much more time on your hands and, if it can help you regard that prospect with a sense of wonder and curiosity rather than an imminent panic attack, then its compilation won’t have been in vain.

As to age itself . . . phooey! Joan Collins, that byword for timeless glamour, is a major disciple of George Burns’s maxim. I once read somewhere a quote of hers that I’ll never forget, ‘Age is irrelevant,’ she said, ‘unless you happen to be a bottle of wine.’

Couldn’t have put it better myself.



Section One

You’re Never Too Old to . . . Dream the Impossible Dream

[image: Logo Missing]

Dreaming is something all of us will have done since we were very young when we played make-believe. Most of us will have moments when we find ourselves somewhere else: we get caught up in a daydream. However, sometimes when we ask older people to talk about their daydreams, they reply, ‘I’m too old to do that.’ Other people will tell you they’re too scared to dream because their lives are going through a bad patch and they don’t believe good things are possible. Still others believe they’re living the dream and never take a realistic view as to where they are and what is possible. A happy medium is the answer, which is, of course, true for most things.

We have grown up in an age of positive thinking (more on that in Question 3 in this section and Section 6, Question 2) and with the idea that having clear goals is the route to success, even though life may not be quite like the Everly Brothers’ song ‘All I Have to Do Is Dream’. Having a dream or goal is pretty essential if you’re going to achieve what you want. Highly successful people will tell you that having a dream or goal at the forefront of their mind is what got them to where they are today.

This section’s questions focus on goals and dreams.

Q1 I am nearing retirement. I see my life as a bit of a blank in front of me. I always thought I’d know what I wanted to do with my life by now, but I just don’t seem able to crystallise my thoughts. How do I do this? I don’t want to waste these years.

The idea of retirement is one that all of us baby boomers have grown up working towards, believing that, if we’re fortunate enough to be healthy and make it to our sixties, life will be for the taking. But retirement has so many connotations. Early voluntary retirement sounds like fun (if you have the resources to finance it), but retirement because you’ve reached an age synonymous with being ‘old’ is not that appealing!

For those of you interested in history, the idea of a fixed retirement age is of recent origin. It was introduced during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries; the earliest system was developed in Germany in 1889. In the UK, a universal state pension was first introduced in 1948. Prior to this, the lack of pension arrangements meant that most people continued to work until they died.

I wonder from your question if one of the things stopping you from seeing your future is your negative feelings about retirement itself. When you imagine a retired person, what is the first picture that comes to mind? Is it a fit 55-year-old trekking across the Himalayas with a rucksack on their back? Or a person of 65 actively pursuing new hobbies and interests? Or is it perhaps an old person, probably twenty to thirty years older than you, worn down and wearing carpet slippers?

For you, retirement is just around the corner. If, whenever we contemplate retirement, we immediately associate it with old age – something that hasn’t as yet had a very good press – it must appear a fairly unappealing prospect. No wonder you have a blank when you think about it. It never ceases to amaze me just how protective our unconscious minds can be: a blank rather than a more difficult picture. The thing is, as you obviously know from your question, a blank isn’t going to get you very far in planning and taking control of your life. As Richard Bandler suggests in his book Using Your Brain for a Change, who runs your head? Whose head is it anyway? We have a choice as to what we put into our heads – good or bad. That is such an empowering thought. All we need to do is learn how to control the thoughts and images we walk around with and we can have so much better and easier a time. Work at putting great pictures in there rather than blanks or horror images.

As with everything you learn, new skills take time and practice. If you’re someone who finds creating positive images pretty easy, then fine, but, if changing your outlook poses problems, it’ll be a bit of a stretch. (See Section 5, Question 1 on thinking preferences.) But, believe me (and I am one of the latter), with practise you can make it work. The following exercise will get you started.

EXERCISE: FUTURE PERFECT

Find a place where you can have a bit of space, peace and quiet, somewhere you’ll be free to think. Take a notepad and pen with you.


	Imagine your life-line in front of you – in other words, a line that goes from when you were born till you’re 90 or 100. We’re going to work in ten-year cycles so you can have it, quite literally, laid out in front of you.

	Stand at the end of the first stretch, 0–10 years. You may well not remember much in this period, but you will remember the significant bits – going to school, the arrival of a new sibling, moving house and so on. Write it all down. In your mind, walk along your line slowly, remembering all the things that happened to you. Just allow your thoughts to flow freely. It doesn’t matter how much or how little you recall. When you get to 10, fold up that bit of the paper and start again with 11–20. Continue doing this until you get to today; let’s say 64.

	Now put 64 at the start and go to the far end of your line where you’ve reached 94. Imagine yourself at 94 looking back over the last 30 years. What have you been doing? How have you filled your time? Is there anything missing? Put in all the things you have ever wanted to do. Is your list full of chores or full of fun? What are the things you’ve always wanted to do but not had the time? Make sure all of these are included, too. Don’t just put what is possible but also what you really want.

	
Go back to your line and walk from 64 to 94 through all those desires. Keep an eye on the list to make sure you haven’t missed anything out.

	As you walked along the line, did any particular timings come to you – for example, I must move house by the time I’m 70? Again, jot down your dates. You’ll now have a broad overview of what you want to do.

	Put your piece of paper away and just let your head sort out the planning while you get on with other things. If any other ideas come to mind, then jot them down.

	In a week or so, take a look at your list – what do you think? Your immediate reaction may be, ‘I can’t do that’ or ‘That’s a mad idea’ or ‘My children/partner/friends would be appalled.’ If any of these have been your reaction, go to Section 4, Question 1 on critical voices.



Imagine that there are no barriers, physical or emotional, and it’s all just down to your choice. There may be things that no longer appeal. If so, cross them out. Also, add in any last-minute ambitions. If you do this, you will certainly have achieved your desire to crystallise your thoughts and know what you want.

If, at any stage, negative thoughts reoccur, get out your line and recreate your dream. We all know when we get to this age that life cannot simply be lived along a linear line. The unexpected and unwanted do happen so modifications may need to be made.

The next question articulates additional, understandable anxieties.

Q2 I find myself worrying about my life. I work full time at the moment. I am coming up to 60 and know that I really have to do the things I want to do before it is too late. I just don’t know how to go about it. What can I do?

It seems to me there are two issues here. One is to do with worry. Are you someone who worries all the time about everything and, in this instance, have you linked your worrying to being 60? I discuss worrying in Section 6, Question 5. For now, let’s focus on the other issue: how to get what you want.

However, before we do, let’s just address the magic number of 60. Reaching that age seems to give most of us (even non-habitual worriers) licence to be concerned about our impending old age. It’s a time – or so many of us imagine – when things begin to fall apart, a time when you officially move from middle age to old age. As the timelessly youthful Doris Day once said, ‘The really frightening thing about middle age is that you know you’ll grow out of it!’

The state pension age for women is changing – it will rise gradually from age 60 to 65 between 2010 and 2020. From 6 April 2020, the state pension age for both men and women will be 65. The pension service at www.thepensionservice.gov.uk has a calculator which will work out the date of your retirement for you instantly.

As yet, the age we all qualify for a free travel pass or concessionary pass remains 60, but there’s no guarantee that that’s set in stone. Before long, 60 could well become no more than another birthday with a nought in it. Our children won’t notice being 60 any more than any of the other big birthdays. It will be a different age for them that comes to mean old – 70, 80, even 90!

The one thing that is true is that we are all getting older. But even if we have thirty years or more to enjoy ourselves and do interesting things, we’ve obviously got less time than we did when we were young. You say you know what you want but are stuck on how to get there. You also say that you’re working full time, which probably means you have little time to spare.

A common way of preventing ourselves from succeeding is to set unrealistic expectations. If we set ourselves goals or have a vision that is not achievable, we’re always going to be disappointed. Let’s imagine for a minute that you’ve been invited to a party by a friend. You’re really looking forward to dancing the evening away as this friend always plays good music. You arrive and find it’s a dinner party not a dance party at all. Your vision doesn’t meet reality and you’re disappointed, even though the food is great and so is the company.

If we reverse this now and you imagine a second invite to a party from someone you find pretty dull, you feel you ought to go but your expectation is that it will be boring and you’ll be home by ten. When you arrive, you bump straight into an old friend you haven’t seen for years and spend the evening talking to her and other old friends and you don’t get to bed till well after midnight. You will have exceeded your expectations and will feel very good. It’s all to do with Vision versus Reality:


If V=R, we’re doing OK

If V>R, we’re disappointed

If V<R, we feel good



EXERCISE: ACTION PLANNING


	Take a piece of A4 paper and write down a list of all the things that you want to do/achieve.

	
Why are they important to you?

	Which three are the most important to you?

	Let’s concentrate on those three. Now, beside each of them, write down how you’ll know you’ve achieved your ambition. For example, don’t write, ‘I want to be thinner.’ Write, ‘I want to be able to wear clothes one size smaller.’

	Now write down the date by which you want to have achieved this goal.

	Imagine that a friend of yours has handed you this list. How realistic is it? Have you put too many items down to be completed in a very short time?



You may like to use the time wheel diagram to easily visualise how you spend your time.
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Write down all the things you have to do in one week. Work out approximately how long you spend on each. For example:

Jane works full time. She has wanted to learn a new language as she plans to travel more when she is working less. She is fed up with herself because, in spite of her goal, she never seems to manage to attend the language classes regularly. When asked to write down what she had done during her week, Jane wrote:


Mon to Fri: each day 8 hours of work, 2 hours of household chores, 8 hours’ sleep – so 6 hours for relaxation and other activities.

Sat and Sun: 9 hours’ sleep, 3 hours of household chores – so 12 hours for free time each day.

That’s 54 hours of free time each week.



She was amazed, as it didn’t feel like that. She seems to be busy all of the time. I then asked Jane a number of questions:


	Who do you spend time with during the week? 

She mentioned her mother, her partner, her two school-aged children and her brother.

	What are the household chores you have to do?

Shop, iron, clean, mend, garden.

	What hobbies/interests do you have?

She listed music, cinema, reading and theatre.

	What do you do to relax?

She likes long walks, watching TV and meeting friends.



None of these were in her original list, let alone all the ordinary activities we take for granted such as getting washed and dressed. Looking at this more closely, Jane spends approximately 1 hour a day getting washed and dressed, 1 hour a day preparing and eating meals, 1 hour a day talking to her family and friends on the phone, 4 hours a week helping her children do their homework, 3 hours a week being their chauffeur, 3 hours on both weekend days visiting her elderly mother and 1 hour twice a week checking on carers, talking to her brother about her mother and so on. That all adds up to 36 hours a week so all she has left when you deduct this time is 18 hours for all the other things she wants to do.

Once Jane was aware of how she spent her time, she stopped berating herself and realised that, if she really wanted to learn a language, something else would have to give. This realisation had quite an effect on Jane and she made some significant changes to the way she spent her week so she could give 5 hours to learning another language.

Having worked out your week, you now have a realistic idea of how much time you have at your disposal. Ask yourself the following questions: what is the first step I need to take? And by when? How will I celebrate when I have achieved this? What will my next step be?

Unrealistic goals are, of course, not the only reasons for not getting things done. There are other reasons, such as feeling bad about yourself, which is self-sabotage (See Section 3, Question 1) and a lack of self-confidence (See Section 5, Question 4).

Q3 I feel sad that I’ve got to this stage in my life and there are things I know I’ll never do because I’m too old, e.g. be a ballerina or a brain surgeon. I also find it hard to hold on to what I’ve already achieved. I’m prone to depression and find that these thoughts of what I’ve missed are with me too much of the time. What can I do?

From what you’ve told me, it seems you’re a glass-half-empty rather than a glass-half-full person. What’s really important is how not to let missed opportunities cloud the good feelings you should be experiencing about your life, how not to dwell on the negative. Personally, I believe there’s a place for both outlooks.

I find the ‘always positive’ brigade, when faced even with a tragedy in someone’s life, hard to stomach. Equally, always dwelling on the negative is bound to have a debilitating effect. So we have to learn to re-frame things and see them from a number of different angles and then move on. Find a way to remember your past and the pleasure it has given you and use this to find the energy to move into the future.

Give the following exercise a go.

EXERCISE: REMEMBER YOUR PAST (ASSOCIATION TECHNIQUE)


	Find a quiet place to sit. If we’re going to help ourselves to find a more fulfilling life, we need time and space to think. Sometimes, you can find thinking time while doing other things like gardening or travelling. Next time you’re on a train or bus or plane keep your book or magazine in your bag and just think; or while you’re having a long hot soak in the bath or even while you’re doing a mind-numbing domestic chore like ironing. Learning to think usefully is a knack anyone can acquire.

	
So, having found your thinking place, spool back in your mind to a time when you felt really happy and were having a good time – like going out for a meal with friends, going for a walk somewhere beautiful, watching your child swim their first width. It really doesn’t matter what it is. As you imagine it, create a picture of this event. Are you in the picture or outside it? Are you looking at it as though you’re watching it on television, or are you there feeling it, seeing it, smelling it, tasting it? Just jot down whether you’re in or out of your picture.

	Now think of something that made you feel a bit fed up, like your car having a puncture, or your boss being in a bad mood, or a friend cancelling a dinner date. Create a picture of this event. Are you in it or out of it? Again just note it down.

	Now recreate your happy picture. This time, I want you to climb into it. When you are back reliving an experience, you are associated with it; and when you are observing the event, you are disassociated. See what you see, hear what you hear, feel what you feel. Take yourself back there and make it your present. Note what is happening to you. How are you feeling? As you do this, re-associate with the good experiences, relive them. Your body will respond physiologically and the ‘feel good’ chemicals such as serotonin will flow into your body. Do this exercise every day for a month and really learn to enjoy yourself and value what you’ve experienced.

	Now go back to your negative experience just for a minute. Climb back in there. Relive what happened – yep, you feel bad! Not a sensible thing to do, I know, so climb straight out and get back into the happy picture. I know things go wrong and we can have some pretty difficult times. However, reliving these experiences is a sure-fire way of being miserable and won’t solve anything. We need to be able to find a way to deal with them and move on.



EXERCISE: THINK POSITIVE


	Think of something that is happening which is not going the way you want and it feels difficult. Create this picture and imagine it painted on the wall.

	Take a look at it. What are the people involved doing? What would you advise the ‘you’ in that picture to be doing? Tell her what needs to be done.

	Write down how she could improve the situation and keep this as a crib sheet when you’re next involved in a similarly difficult situation.



The trick, when dealing with difficult situations, is to remove ourselves emotionally and then, nine times out of ten, the solution will present itself. Associating into positive experiences and disassociating from negative ones enables us to enjoy the benefits and learn from our mistakes.

You say you are prone to depression. Sometimes we find ourselves stuck for someone else to talk to. If there is no particular friend in whom you can confide, consider going to a GP or a therapist/counsellor. Clearly, you can’t go back and relive your past all over again but it is possible to revisit it and extract from it only the good bits.

Q4 I’m 54 years old. My friends are talking about their retirement and what they’re going to do – carry on working, travel the world, start some amazing new job, write a bestseller or end up penniless and dependent on their children or the state. All the time they’re talking, I’m screaming inside. Having survived breast cancer four years ago, I worry whether I’ll make it to 60. How do I, first, cope with these feelings and, second, tell my friends I find it hard, without sounding negative or depressing?

There’s no denying it: it’s tough. We tend to assume we’ll live to a great old age as life expectancy is increasing. What’s more, there have been no world wars for over sixty years.

However, we all know that’s not how it will be for everyone. By the time you’re into your fifties, you’ll almost certainly know of acquaintances, friends or family who’ve died before their ‘three score years and ten’. And anyone over 50 will have experienced how their body has changed and is not functioning as well as it once did. We’ll all have had moments when we’re aware of our own physical frailty with a limited time span. The fact that no one worried about our blood pressure or cholesterol when we were 20 years younger is further proof of this.

The baby boomers in the main are an optimistic group. This was the legacy they inherited from their parents, who lived through very different, more difficult times and who wanted their children to reap the benefits of a secure post-war era. We tend to focus on the positives in life. We often appear publicly as though we are in denial of our ageing bodies, our health issues and our own mortality. You’ve had to deal with a real and serious health issue. You’ve been through a very rough time and it would be odd if it hadn’t made you sad and scared. So it’s not surprising you feel as you do.

You pose two really important questions. Let’s start with you and your feelings and then move on to your friends. My hunch is that, once you understand what’s happening with your emotions and start to feel more at ease with yourself, you’ll find it easier to manage your pals. Recent evidence has shown that dwelling on our negative feelings has a detrimental effect on our health.

Elisabeth Kübler-Ross, a Swiss-born psychiatrist, revolutionised doctors’ approach to grief and bereavement in the terminally ill. She wrote a seminal book in 1969, On Death and Dying, where she explains both her five-stage grief model, i.e. the processes people go through (denial, anger, bargaining, depression and acceptance), and how to support people through the grief process. Her work is still a basic text for all medical and social-work students and her ideas are transferable to personal change and emotional upset due to factors other than death or dying.

Faced with a diagnosis of cancer or another serious illness, some people will hear it as a death sentence. However many reassurances given at the point of diagnosis, their immediate reaction will be that they’re dying. Others will go into denial and not hear what they’re being told and certainly not believe it. Some will become hysterical and either laugh it off or become seriously depressed. A further number will vow to fight this by themselves without any need of medical intervention. We all do the best we can at that moment and, although our reactions may not suit others, they are our way of protecting ourselves. It is important that others honour this and don’t push us to listen to their suggestions until we have had time to take in the shocking information.

The diagram based on Elisabeth Kübler-Ross’s grief cycle shows the process people typically follow:

Grief Cycle

[image: Logo Missing]

When we’re presented with horrible or difficult news, we usually experience the following arc of emotions:


	Shock – resulting from a ‘disconnection’ between the new situation and our existing understanding and beliefs about reality. We hear ourselves saying, ‘It’s not possible.’

	Denial – the information/new situation is mentally resisted. Sometimes, people just carry on as if nothing has happened or they become more energetic and active. It’s as if they need to fight and prove they’re invincible and can manage the situation by themselves.

	Resistance – this phase may continue for a while with reality being resisted by holding on to our original beliefs as strongly as we know how – by repeating, for example, ‘I am a very healthy person and I don’t get ill.’

	Anger and blame – the deep fear that is felt by anyone in this situation often manifests itself in anger and blame rather than on what’s happening. Both can be internally and/or externally focused. We blame ourselves, our family, our genes, our doctors, anyone or anything rather than focus on the situation as it is.

	Acceptance – we begin to be able to process what has happened and accept that we are not our normal healthy self. We start to work out how to manage things. This acceptance is the beginning of the more positive phases.

	Awareness and recognition of our strengths – we begin to realise that we can do something about what’s happening and our self-esteem starts to reassert itself. We often surprise ourselves with our ability to cope. We do this through re-evaluating ourselves and our lives in relation to the new, now accepted situation.

	Exploration – we now have some energy available to explore possibilities rather than impossibilities and to make some choices.

	Discovery – we find a new way to do things, new meanings in our lives. We develop an understanding which can both deepen existing relationships and foster new ones. We interweave these new experiences with existing ones and become more at peace with how we are.

	New challenges – as a result of this new awareness, we feel more positive and are able to contemplate a viable future. There are many instances of people undertaking exciting new activities they never expected to tackle. They stop waiting for something that might or might not happen and start getting on with their lives.



This is a generalised process and the way we take ourselves through it will, of course, be different for everyone. We move at our own pace, sticking at one bit or another and going backwards as well as forwards. There are some people who get more or less permanently stuck at a particular stage and never appear to move on. A typical example would be someone who remains angry that a loved one has died and the anger becomes part of who they are.

Whenever anyone mentions anything to you that triggers your grief memory, it will jump you back into the old cycle. You’ll feel as if you’re there, reliving the painful diagnosis and it will be powerful enough to hurt you all over again. (In Question 3 of this section I talked about association and disassociation, so I suggest you read this now and then come back to the rest of the answer.)

This process is run by your unconscious and happens automatically. So if, for example, an acquaintance starts talking about being 93, the unconscious bit of your brain will automatically regress to the moment of your cancer diagnosis and trigger the thought that you probably won’t make it to 93 – or 63, come to that. If your predisposition is to go into denial, you’ll ignore your thoughts and join wholeheartedly in the conversation. If not, you’ll experience echoes of the old sadness.

When we don’t break out of the familiar cycle, we can suffer from ‘chronic grief’ – in other words, it never goes away. Sometimes, that can be useful as it reminds us to do what we can to live healthily, but mostly it just makes us feel miserable again. Understanding the process gives us an opportunity to do it differently. You need to set up new thought patterns so that they become your automatic response. When a negative memory is triggered by a conversation, you should say to yourself, ‘I’ve gone there again. Do I need to be there? Is it useful? Has anything different happened since we started talking about retirement?’ If the answer (as it will be) is no, you can happily join the conversation with the others. The reality is that they too don’t know if they’ll make it to their eighties or nineties and nor do you. The difference is that you’ve had an illness that made you confront your mortality. It has, therefore, become part of your reality, while, for many of your friends, it’s not part of theirs. I’m no doctor but I do know that many women survive well into their eighties and nineties in spite of having been diagnosed with cancer when they were younger so take heart.
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