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To Dean, my forever love
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FOREWORD
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This is a collection of thoughts about peering over the precipice of older age and deciding to live life as fully engaged as I can. You know why? Because preparing for death has everything to do with how you live life.


No one I know is truly retired, at least not in the way that our parents were. The sixty-, seventy-, and even eighty-year-olds who are part of my life are artists and activists, teachers and entrepreneurs. In the southern Oregon valley where I live, it’s not unusual to run into silver-haired folks on the hiking trail or the ski slope. I dance with them at the Friday night dances at our local wineries. I’m blessed to live in a place where older age is just a part of the diversity of the community. Seniors are valued participants. The sign on the Pilates studio where I take class might as well read: MUST BE SEVENTY TO ATTEND.


I’m of a generation that has decided not to go gently into that good night. The results are inspiring and tender. Life has never been so full, and I don’t mean with busyness. I mean with intent. The intent of living and loving in great fullness. This is what wisdom is. This is what it means to get older.


We can’t transcend aging with some sort of magical formula, but we can transcend worn-out attitudes that don’t lend themselves to making aging a positive experience.


I’ve written about age a great deal these past few years. My website (stephanieraffelock.com) is filled with posts about the exploration of this new frontier. And while my work has appeared on a lot of different blogs, I’ve especially written for a site called SixtyandMe.com that gave me the opportunity to explore the subject and also to get feedback from readers about their views on getting older. All that writing brought me to the conclusion that, depending upon your attitude and your ability to adapt, these really can be the golden years. And that’s what inspired me to put together this book.


I’ve divided the writings into four sections that reflect the way I think about aging: Grief, Reclamation, Vision, and Laughter.


GRIEF: Aging begins in grief. Loss and letting go become part of the landscape: youthful beauty, physical prowess, hot monkey sex, and the ability to eat whatever you want fade into memories.


RECLAMATION: Once I realized that life takes things away with one hand, I also noted that she offers something with the other hand. This is what I call “reclamation.” Here, in the older years, I’ve reclaimed the writer in me, the philosopher/poet, the wild woman. What we reclaim redefines us as the years accumulate. My husband reclaimed music. Once, at a crossroads in his younger life, he had decided to finish school rather than become a full-time musician. Now he plays the bass every evening after dinner.


VISION: Vision is birth, rebirth, creation, and recreation. Vision is not a list of goals. It’s more like the practice of being so fully in engaged with life that you feel its rapture in the smallest things. This vision of the older years belongs to a wiser, deepened soul, steeped in wonder and delight for life.


LAUGHTER: The final section of this book is about laughter, because there is nothing like recalling the good old days with stories that make us laugh. To be able to laugh at the stuff that once hurt means that we’ve healed or are healing. Humor is the gentle chuckle of recognition and resolve. And it’s laughter that ties everything together with appreciation and gratitude for life.
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It’s an odd pronouncement to want to be a writer at this stage of my life. It’s not like I have decades to develop a craft or a career. I doubt that I’ll ever get famous or rich doing it. But writing is for me a doorway into the examined life, a way to express the breadth of emotion I feel, a soul bath that dries the tears of loss and inspires the joy of being alive.


These short posts and articles are like the connective tissue holding my writing dreams together. I’m always working on a novel. Who knows where that will go? But these little articles have been a sweet labor where I get to share my heart and mind with readers whom I may never meet, but whose lives intersect with mine nonetheless. And in that, I am grateful and blessed to have connection with the world through the written word.


The words in this book are about aging. None of us are in it alone. We are moving toward the sunset together, and on that horizon eternity lingers. May we all embrace living fully, with unabashed joy and appreciation for this path of transition.






SECTION 1: GRIEF


Aging begins in grief. At first it’s the little losses, as if to prepare us for the bigger ones. Loss and letting go become part of the landscape, and they texture us, refine us, and educate our hearts, growing our capacity for compassion.
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My mother had many sides: One minute she was teaching me to knit, and the next she was elaborating the finer points of throwing a cocktail party. She was a fallen Catholic, a divorcée who later married a Mormon. Cocktail Mommy and Mormon Mommy. I liked Cocktail Mommy best. She gave up on the knitting lessons too soon, and though I learned how to knit and purl, she never got around to teaching me how to cast off. That’s the part that binds the stitches, giving the piece an edge so it won’t unravel. Endings and tying up loose ends would never be my strong suit.







WHAT WE LOSE AND WHAT WE GAIN
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The third act is the most exciting place in the story. It’s where transformation happens. It’s the pinnacle, the high point of the story, the harvest.


A friend of mine is limping into his sixties with a sense of loss: loss of youth, energy, and significance. I understand all that and believe most of us go through a passage where we grieve the younger life we’ve left behind. As someone who has written for years about the transformative force of grief, I’ve come to realize that the threshold of loss is only the beginning of a remarkable journey. It is a journey that must be claimed for oneself, lest we get stuck in mourning what once was.


Here are a few of the things I’ve lost and gained:


YOUTH: My skin will never be as firm as it once was, and my booty, in spite of my best effort to keep it perky with exercise, is sagging anyway. The attractiveness of youth gives way, however, to a deep and unwavering acceptance of the circle of life. Every single wrinkle and line has been earned, a face map that says where we’ve been and how we’ve weathered the journey. Aging invites us to grow into a deeper beauty: it’s no longer the smile on our face as much as it is the expression of our heart.


ENERGY AND PRIORITY: When I retired, every volunteer board within a twenty-mile radius came at me like a heat-seeking missile. I learned quickly that I had to choose carefully what I invested in because I cannot do it all. A waning energy has helped me prioritize what is truly important. The intentions of the heart are still as strong as ever, but the energy in the body is changing. This is a good time to journal about what is truly important in this part of your life. Get clarity. My list is short: time in nature, hiking with Hubby and dog, writing every morning, and preparing one great meal a day that uses as many fresh things from the garden as possible.


SIGNIFICANCE: This one is on us. It’s true that we are not as valuable a consumer as we once were, but that’s the only significance that we lose. We reclaim our significance when we create a conscious vision for our sixties, seventies, and beyond. What gives us a sense of purpose? What is fulfilling and satisfying? What’s on the bucket list? What is truly important for the remainder of my life?
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THE TRANSFORMATIVE FORCE OF GRIEF
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As we grow into older age, the list of inevitable loss and disappointment grows too. Resist grief and you get stuck. Give her too much attention and she’ll eat you up.


Human beings tend to most deeply bond over shared stories of broken hearts and retrieved pieces. Each time I sit with my grief, it teaches me something. And that’s the transformative force that pushes this messy, awkward, wonderful life toward greater love and fullness.
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THERE’S A TIME AND A PLACE: Ecclesiastes reminds us that “to every thing there is a season, and a time to every purpose under the heaven. . . .” So doesn’t that mean that there is a time to celebrate and a time to grieve?


THE LOTUS GROWS FROM THE MUD: Nature is rich with metaphors. The lotus plant roots itself in dark mud. Beauty and compassion are born from grief. Why, then, do we seem to hold it back, especially when it shows up as the unfinished business of healing?


PERMISSION TO GRIEVE: No one in this world escapes grief. Yes, it’s present in death, but grief is also the little losses that pile up over time. Friendships end. Children move away. The role of work or career that once defined us is relegated to memory. In these instances, grief can reveal itself as melancholy, angst, or unexplainable tears. If we run from what is asking to be felt, is it any wonder that we are a nation preoccupied with psych meds? Is grief a negative emotion? I don’t think so. Mostly, we turn our face from grief because we are not well versed with being in its presence. It requires us to sit still with suffering and be its witness.
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