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INTRODUCTION:



An Ode to Beige





Meet the motto of Be Brave. Lose the Beige!:




Running from appointment to appointment, checking off a to-do list—that isn’t really living. Discovering the playful side of life. Spreading joy. Skirting a few rules. Being colorful . . . clever . . . creative. Now that’s living.





Society has decidedly beige expectations, particularly when it comes to aging. Be Brave. Lose the Beige! pokes fun at these societal rules and expectations and encourages you to discover your colorful spirit in this aging adventure into the wonderland of your sixty-plus-year-old self.


Meet Beige. Beige is reliable, practical, sensible, and safe. Beige doesn’t put up a fuss; it is very accommodating and goes with everything. Beige is conflict averse, follows the rules, blends in, and avoids standing out. Now meet Magenta. Magenta and her sister jewel tones are rich, dynamic, loud, sometimes garish, and not easily overlooked. Magenta doesn’t always mix well with others. Magenta is hard to ignore.


Beige is endorsed—even encouraged—by our society. Governing bodies prefer their citizens in beige. Too many screaming magentas and shrieking yellows, and there’s trouble in River City. Or so we’re told. But maybe some rebellion is warranted at this stage in our lives. The biggest danger intrinsic to being beige is that it precludes creative thinking. Armed with a beige brush, our purses and sofas aren’t the only items we color vanilla. We also tend to beige up our choices, goals, and life strategies.


I’m not quite as beige-phobic as I may sound. I have a beige sofa, beige clothing, and beige purses. But speaking more existentially, more universally, beige represents the antithesis of creative living. As an avowed creativity evangelist, I know creative thinking is critical to navigating what’s next for baby boomers.


Baby boomer women, Lady Boomers as I like to call us (I was born in 1953 and most assuredly fit this demographic), have lived a significant portion of our adult years within very prescribed lines. Our kindergarten teachers’ admonishment to “color inside the lines” has guided many of our life choices. Our lives have been a linear sequence of education, work, babies, minivans, college tuition, parental caretaking, and grandparenting. Little if any of our time has been designated to pursue our own passions. We’ve worn and continue to wear a lot of hats—as professionals, mothers, volunteers, wives, daughters, and Grandmothers (with a capital G because, of course, grandparenting is God’s reward for having produced children). Multitasking these roles, however, can lead to multi-taxing our spirits. This contributes to beige-dom: beige choices and beige goals. And, as I think we’re all painfully aware, our society has decidedly beige expectations about aging. But don’t forget who we are! Though we’re in our sixties and seventies (some of us even knocking hard on the door to eighty), we’re the kids of the psychedelic ‘60s. We tuned in, turned on, and took over! “Flower Power” was a slogan of resistance to the Vietnam War, and I say it’s time we resurrect that brilliant icon, a veritable palette of vibrant colors, as a symbol of resistance in the war on aging. Hippies were members of a 1960’s countercultural youth movement that rejected the mores of mainstream American life, so it’s kind of ironic that many of us are having our arthritic hips surgically replaced. But let’s use those new hips (and old ones) to march against the culture of ageist notions.


Our earlier life stages came with guidebooks and mentors to help us navigate dating, marriage, and the pitfalls of parenting. But where are the practical resources to help us navigate the issues we face as we age? The examples set by our parents, many of them now long gone, don’t necessarily work for our generation. We’re far more active, living longer, and may not have the financial resources to afford the leisurely retirements that our parents’ generation enjoyed.


And what about the words and phrases that define this stage in our lives? I’ve been singularly underwhelmed by the labels people have concocted to describe our post middle-age years. I have heard references to The Vintage Years (hate it); Act 3 or Chapter 3 (not a fan); The Afternoon of Our Lives (nah). “I’m on my Next to the Last Dog,” a euphemism coined by Marc Freedman of Encore.org, is funny but cumbersome.


Lady Boomers: I propose BBLB—Be Brave. Lose the Beige!—as the moniker for this moment in our lives. BBLB is sassy and pokes fun at societal rules and norms. It says yes when the world says no. Let’s start a new trend and call our post-middle age years our BBLB years. As you contemplate what’s next for you, I’m hoping the stories and fun exercises in this interactive book will inspire you to think creatively about your own future. Perhaps that even means playing with the concept of a self-designed retirement. Given our financial fears, we might need to consider blurring the lines between work and leisure, redefining the traditional ideas about the very nature of retirement.


Be Brave. Lose the Beige began as a blog and evolved into stories that chronicle how creative thinking helped this baby boomer cope with Empty Nest Syndrome, navigate sex over sixty, and transition from being outtasight to being literally out of sight. Exercising your creativity promotes creative thinking, which is essential in navigating your BBLB years, so the conclusion of each of these chapters features creative exercises designed to help you trot out your inner Magenta and color outside the lines.


I’m a numbers junkie. One hat I wear is that of pollster, and as such I’ve collected data on a variety of Lady Boomer issues, including, but not limited to, our fashion choices, our propensity for people pleasing, and our personality characteristics. For example, eighty percent of baby boomer women describe themselves as reliable and dependable (versus spontaneous and flexible—27% or creative—28%). Seriously?! “Reliable and dependable” are the dominant personality traits we use to define ourselves? Of course, dependability and reliability are perfectly wonderful qualities in a partner, parent, or friend. But don’t we want a little more for ourselves? These words describe someone in service to others, which is admirable, of course, but a far cry from sassy. Yes, we derive joy from caring for our families and friends. But it’s easy to lose pieces of ourselves if we spend too much time in service to others.


The first baby boomers began turning sixty-five in 2011. This group is 79 million strong, and 51 percent of us are women. Rumor has it that over half the baby boomers in America are going to celebrate our one hundredth birthdays and beyond. But today’s longevity presents a whole host of issues that need attention. Contending with formerly functioning body parts and figuring out our financial futures are chief among them. Also, many of us continue to be 911 on our adult children’s cell phones. Even as they crest toward forty-plus, we’re still on call to help manage their anxieties, offer advice, and, all too often, clean up their monetary messes. But ladies, we’re not getting any younger, so let’s stop postponing ourselves and start coloring outside some lines.


For easy reference, The BBLB Manual of Maxims can be found on page 216. Feel free to refer to this handbook or even develop your own maxims, defining what constitutes acceptable rule breaking for you. Deciding what’s best for you is part of your creative journey. (I realize the irony in creating a rule book for rule breaking, but I’m a sucker for a good irony.)













CHAPTER 1:

The Creativity Evangelist







“Every child is an artist. The problem is how to remain an artist once he grows up.”


—PICASSO


“You think rules are just suggestions!” friends and family members have accused.


“Not true,” replies my pollster self. “I just think some of them have a margin of error.” I want to rebrand the term, “rule-breaking” and call it “creative thinking.” A key to avoiding a beige life is thinking creatively, even if a few pesky rules get trampled in the process.


The term “creativity” can be intimidating and often misunderstood. Sadly, I’ve known far too many people who have been saddled with the label “not creative” since their earliest years. I’ve proposed creative projects, then watched grown women dart from the room declaring, “Oh, no I’m not creative at all.” That reaction hurts my heart because I believe there is a creative outlet for everyone, one that doesn’t necessarily involve picking up a paintbrush and standing before an easel. Trying a new recipe is creative. Getting dressed in the morning can be a creative act. Rearranging furniture is a creative act. Most important, creativity is a way of thinking about and approaching many aspects of your life, and it makes an excellent partner in our BBLB years. Aging isn’t necessarily fun, but our later years can certainly be full of fun. Creativity cultivates fun. And it offers buoyancy to hearts often laden with worry.


I am an avowed creativity evangelist on a crusade to spread the word about the potential life-changing capabilities of creativity. Writer Laura Holson’s 2015 New York Times article entitled, “We’re All Artists Now” validates this contention. Holson writes,




Our best selves are merely one doodle away. Where once drawing and other painterly pursuits were the province of starving artists or simply child’s play, unlocking one’s creativity has become the latest mantra of personal growth and healing.1





The article notes that creativity has the same holistic benefits as a weekend at the Canyon Ranch Resort and Spa (and costs a lot less, I might add). In that vein, the Mayo Clinic recommends the health benefits of painting and ceramics. A four-year study cited in the online magazine Better Aging found that people who took up creative endeavors in middle age suffered less memory loss.2


Author Elizabeth Gilbert, of Eat, Pray, Love fame, wrote in her later book, Big Magic, that creativity isn’t about dropping everything and becoming an opera star but rather about living a life driven more strongly by curiosity than fear.3




COVID CREATIVITY


As I wrote this book, Covid was plaguing our planet. And didn’t we all witness (and exhibit) a whole lot of creativity in reaction to the pandemic? In a flash, fear of infection led to creative thinking. Shuttered cafés began offering deliveries and curbside pickup of menu items, including booze-filled beverages. Gallon jugs of sangria and happy hour old fashioneds were a welcome relief for people sheltering in place. As people struggled to manage fear and anxiety, religious organizations responded by streaming worship services, daily meditations, and Zoom Sunday school classes. Tech-savvy curators helped people access museums by offering virtual tours of their collections. With fitness centers closed, the quarantine fifteen crept into living rooms when we weren’t looking (were we busy baking bread?), so cyclists punched their credit card numbers into Peloton’s website; yoga gurus conducted Zoom sessions and outdoor classes; and more than a few garages were converted to home gyms. People didn’t give up; they made Darwin proud by adapting.


Western societies often marginalize creativity. It gets patted on the head and told to stay in its place. When school budgets dwindle, the arts are the first to go. During Covid’s early stages, however, it was the creative thinkers and entrepreneurs who recognized that the economic distress was almost as contagious as the virus. They looked for opportunities as they scrambled to put their Humpty Dumpty finances back together again. Many not only survived the crisis but thrived.


My crusade extols the virtues of creativity and creative thinking as a means of enhancing our quality of life and helping us survive economic downturns. And how about this for an argument in favor of a more creative life: A 2019 National Institute of Health Study found that creative engagement by older adults results in fewer doctors’ visits, less dependence on medication, fewer falls, memory enhancement, and a sense of belonging.4


What if you’re intrigued by this idea of creative thinking as a way to arrest aging but don’t view yourself as creative? How do you rip off that bulky “uncreative” label and cultivate this quality? It calls for some exercise.


BBLB Manual of Maxims #1:


“Exercise your creative muscles.”







EXERCISE YOUR CREATIVITY


We all recognize the benefits of physical exercise. Weight training, biking, skiing, and swimming most certainly contribute to good health and well-being. Exercising our minds has similar benefits. We’ve all taken classes, read novels and news magazines, and solved crossword puzzles and other brain games in the interest of keeping our noggins nimble. But once we transition from our teens, we tend to spend less and less time on creative endeavors. And just like physical muscles that fail to be engaged, so too can our creative muscles atrophy.


A 2019 Forbes Magazine article asked, “Can We Train Our Creative Muscles?” The response? A resounding yes!




Creativity can be trained, and through practice, our creative muscles can improve their flexibility. One sure-fire way to boost creative thinking? Try. Creativity is, in fact, a skill—not a gift—that can be learned and mastered at any age.5





Albert Einstein was quoted as saying, “Genius is 1% talent and 99% hard work.” I think something similar can be said for creativity. I’d go with ten percent natural talent and ninety percent hard work, the practicing and polishing of our skills.







IS IT TOO LATE TO START?


Jeffrey Kluger, in his 2013 Time Magazine article, “How to Live Long” contends that creativity increases with age. He writes,




Studies have found the brain continues to grow in those areas involving creativity. The very deterioration we dread actually enhances creativity. The walls break down. It’s no longer language in the left hemisphere and art in the right. There is a free flow of information back and forth.6





Maybe this is why Grandma Moses, Pablo Picasso, Georgia O’Keeffe, and Judy Chicago did some of their best work later in life.


Since 2003, I have been the director of a creative expression program for at-risk teens. The first thing I observe in these classes is that the arts (in my case, ceramics) offer a refuge, even an oasis, for kids whose lives are fraught with turmoil and hardship. For two hours, time is suspended as each step in the development of a clay dragon or cereal bowl informs the next. That’s the creative process in a nutshell: one step informing the next. And that’s how we should address aging issues, each step informing us what to do next.


I propose that creative fitness become a public health issue. The President’s Council on Sports, Fitness, and Nutrition already exists, and it’s time we create a similar program for creative fitness. Until relatively recently, creativity has been the Rodney Dangerfield of public health, but it’s time to give creativity the respect it deserves.







LIGHTING THE FUSE


It’s now been thirty years since I first took the advice I’m espousing here. When I was thirty-seven and newly ensconced in a second marriage, I enrolled in a pottery class. Perhaps it was finding “the one” that freed me from having to spend time looking for love and allowed me to focus on creative endeavors. Or maybe it was the fact my mother was no longer alive. My mother had been intensely creative. No room in my tiny, three-bedroom childhood home was off limits to her creative wand. Rummage sales and thrift stores supplied her decorating palate with eclectic pieces, including an old upright piano she refinished and played. I arrived home one afternoon from high school to find her sitting in a vintage rattan peacock chair she had unearthed at a church thrift store and repainted. Mom was also a writer who authored books on astrology. In retrospect, I can see that creativity was her refuge, providing comfort from the pain and disappointment of her failing marriage. But as a teen girl, all I knew was that there was simply no psychic or even architectural space for me to compete. So, I postponed that part of myself, afraid I might not measure up.


With fear of maternal judgment no longer a factor after my mother died, a friend and I enrolled in a beginner’s pottery class at a local art center. The Maitland Art Center was conceived as an artist colony in the 1930s by visionary artist and architect, Andre Smith. The center’s Mayan-influenced architecture and artistic atmosphere provided a welcoming environment in which to explore and re-ignite my long dormant creative fuse, and I began to thrive there. My friend quit after the fourth session, but I signed on for life.


I WOEFULLY UNDERESTIMATED the power and seduction of the clay, and its capacity to ground and center me. According to M.C. Richards, author of a seminal book on pottery, Centering, “Clay comes from the ground and grounds those who touch it.”7 Centering a piece of clay on a spinning wheel is difficult (understatement). But somehow, wrapping my wobbling hands around a lump of clay was indeed grounding, and the centering process became a metaphor for centering my own life. Clay proved to be a perfect medium to fit my nature because pottery doesn’t require the precision of a medium such as pen/pencil drawing. Thank goodness, as precision is hardly a predominant characteristic of mine. Right away, I loved the flexible, forgiving nature of the clay. Clay has also taught me life lessons. When throwing on the wheel, the potter strives to balance being firm with being gentle and knowing when to fight vs. when to surrender as the clay struggles to fly off the wheel head.


Art therapists tell us there is a spectrum of art materials. This spectrum ranges from mediums that offer precision to those that thrive in chaos. Pen and pencil are the most controlled of the art materials; finger-paints are the least. Clay is on the looser end of the continuum and exploring that end of the artistic spectrum gave me permission to not be so hard on myself about my lack of sketching skills.


The art of pottery also juxtaposes aesthetics and functionality. People have been creating pottery for centuries, and for many cultures pottery was essential for cooking, serving, and storing food. To this day, it still serves those functions but also maintains its identity as an object of art and an avenue for artistic expression. The functionality and practicality of the craft attracted me immediately. “I’ll be able to create dinner dishes for my family and vases for gifts all while playing in clay!” I marveled.


I’ve concluded that Lady Boomers tend to justify the time they spend on self-enriching endeavors, and that thought was most definitely in the back of my mind when I signed up for the class. What a cost savings, I calculated. (Of course, as is the case with most hobbies, my pottery habit ended up costing me thousands. Savings from creating my own dinnerware and gifts? Negligible.)


Becoming a potter not only gave me artistic joy and gifts to share, but the pursuit also expanded the way I think. I began to think more creatively about the surveys I designed for my market research firm. This enriched way of thinking made me more willing to take risks. I conceived and developed a pottery program for under-served youth. When I turned fifty-five, I started writing a blog. So, because I’ve exercised one set of creative muscles, others have strengthened as well. And my hope is that by exercising your own creative muscles your thinking will expand as you navigate your BBLB years.







BREAKING THE RULES AT SEVENTY


For months preceding my husband’s seventieth birthday, I begged him to allow friends and family to celebrate this milestone occasion. I proposed a catered dinner for family and friends or a pilgrimage to his native Atlanta, kind of a “best of Jim Kitchens” tour. His son suggested a family golf tournament at Calloway Gardens, complete with brunch and cocktail party. My son lobbied for an island paradise retreat at Sanibel Island for kids and grandchildren. Bloated credit cards and family fights, however, didn’t sound like paradise to Jim.


“Well, what do you want?” I finally asked.


“I want to go someplace beautiful with you, someplace we’ve never been, someplace where I can unplug and be wasted for five days.”


That’s when I realized how saddled my almost-seventy-year-old husband had been with too many obligations and responsibilities. He had recently extracted himself from a side business that for too long had required him to exercise management skills he didn’t really have. He wanted a getaway that really felt like a break. Southern California beckoned as a good short-term destination site for our trip with the added bonus of legal marijuana edibles. “That will certainly help you unplug,” I offered. My hippie husband didn’t hesitate to say yes.


Travel as a twosome had become increasingly rare for us. Our “away time” was usually devoted to kids and grandchildren living in other cities. So we planned and then savored the anticipation of our romantic getaway, just as we’d done in our younger years.


Which brings me to 4:00 a.m., Eastern Time on our departure date. Our 6:30 a.m. flight meant getting up excruciatingly early, the upside being that we’d arrive in California at 8:30 a.m. Pacific Time with an entire day of 68-degree sunny weather beckoning. Our early-to-bed strategy, however, precluded us from seeing the midnight message from Southwest Airlines advising us that our flight had been cancelled. Instead, we saw the text the next morning, after our showers and coffee injections.


The customer service lady unlucky enough to be answering calls at 4:45 in the morning told us, “That was the only nonstop flight today. The only other flight we can get you on leaves at 6:00 p.m. going through Kansas City and getting into San Diego at 10 p.m. And given this late booking, you’ll be boarding in group C. But don’t you worry, your early bird fees for your previously booked flight will be refunded back to your credit card.”


Crushed, we went back to bed and pulled the covers over our heads.


Four hours of nightmare-infused sleep later, we set about contacting Hertz, the Hotel Del, and Southwest for more begging and pleading. Once again, we were reminded we would be in the last boarding group, which all but guaranteed that we’d be stuck in middle seats back by the restrooms, with little to no overhead bin space for our bags. “That is, unless you’re eligible for pre-boarding,” the new rep added, seemingly as an afterthought.


Pre-boarding? Ding ding ding! I suddenly pictured myself in a line full of people in wheelchairs, queued up for early admission to the plane. I decided my impending knee replacement surgery for my damaged right knee qualified me for pre-boarding. So, donning a knee brace, I was ready for my disability début.


BBLB Manual of Maxims #2:


“It’s easier to ask for forgiveness than permission.”


Caveat: Once you start down the rule-breaking road it may be hard to stop. I decided a cane would add pageantry to my airport presentation, so I found a medical supply store en route to the airport. And since I’d be in the store anyway (and because I tend to be a productivity-a-holic), I could make arrangements for medical equipment to be delivered to my house for my post knee replacement convalescence in three weeks.


So onward we drove to the airport for our evening flight. All things considered, Orlando International Airport is a great airport. Lots of restaurants and shops, and all the Disney World, Universal, and SeaWorld paraphernalia you could want awaits you for mere hundreds of dollars. They also have extensive parking. Except on that day. Barreling into and intending to go upward in the winding garage we were halted by a parking attendant attired in his fluorescent yellow safety vest. “The garages are completely full. You’ll have to park somewhere else.” One by one, cars exited per instruction. All except one. Ours. “We were planning to valet park at the Hyatt. Can we still do that?” my husband asked. “Sure, no problem,” the attendant said, moving the barricade aside. Full confession: we had no intention of valet parking for four days at premium prices. As a seasoned air traveler, my husband didn’t believe there were no spots to be had. And his suspicions were confirmed. We counted at least ten self-parking spaces on the first floor alone. Our chicanery was paying off. Do real con artists experience this kind of adrenaline rush?


Southwest was more than happy to share their inventory of wheelchairs with me. I flopped my somewhat disabled self into one and cued up in a line of ten awaiting porters to usher us through to the gate. And we waited and waited.


“Can my husband take me?” I tentatively asked.


“Sure!” the Southwest employee replied, looking quite happy to be relieved of one of her burdens. So away we sailed to the security line, dragging our rolling bags along like rotund, obedient pets and trying to avoid careening into innocent bystanders.


“You’re so slow!” I admonished my husband/driver. “This chair won’t go,” he defended. “There’s too much stuff on here.”


“Did you just call me ‘stuff’?” I jabbed.


“Oh wait,” said Jim, “the brake is on. Now that’s better.” Sympathetic people seemed to take pity on us, even offering assistance in lieu of being harpooned by my cane.


Jim finished pushing me to the Southwest gate area and zipped over to the agent to see what he could do to put our derailed getaway back on track. I hung back, piled high with backpacks, sandwiches, and luggage. Moments later, my husband appeared disco dancing down the corridor waving new boarding passes. For $50, we moved from group C to group A! “No contending with middle seats and stinky bathrooms,” we rejoiced. Within seconds, the wheelchair was parked and off came the knee brace as we aborted our pre-boarding plan. I actually had mixed feelings, but the pseudo faking-it thing was already growing old.


Talking with my son earlier in the day, I expressed my disappointment over losing an entire day out of the five we had scheduled for our vacation getaway. But rather than allowing me to whine like a spoiled child, my psychologist son said, “I spend a lot of my practice counseling people on managing disappointments. How a person handles disappointment can be transformative.”


That counsel stayed with me, helping me transform our disappointment at the flight delay into a mini adventure. The fact is our sneaky stunts set the tone for the rest of our trip. It started us off with a spirit of defiance and adventure. It was fun being rule breakers at 66 and 70. #ifnotnowwhen?


Breaking little rules can feel empowering, and my inner renegade had no problem “sticking it to the man,” in this case Southwest Airlines and Orlando International Airport. We asserted some personal control in a situation that made us feel there was little control to be had. Questioning and pushing back—even a little—in situations that make us feel powerless is empowering and the very definition of coloring outside the lines. That said, while breaking little rules offers a sense of control, don’t do it at the expense of others. Jim and I made ourselves feel better about our little stunts by not asking a porter to wheel me through security, and we returned the wheelchair to its designated space. We also eased our potential parking guilt by making sure there were plenty of self-parking spaces available in that garage we slipped our way into. Nothing wrong with a little polishing, even when one is being a rebel.


BBLB Manual of Maxims #3:


“Breaking little rules is empowering.” (Just don’t do it at the expense of others.)







THE THREE-FISTED DRINKER


Breaking rules is different from breaking laws. I think most of us have lived a good portion of our lives within the confines of one authority or another, and we learned a whole lot of rules. Our parents told us what to do and how to behave; teachers and principals held us to a code of conduct; employers dictate our days, and even our children and grandchildren seem bent on saddling us with rules (“No, mom, that’s not how you play the game!”). We tend to internalize these behavioral edicts and regard them as seriously as laws we’re expected to follow.


As we move through our BBLB years, let us decide which behavioral rules work for us and which don’t. Taking small steps that break with convention nourishes the quality of our days. One such tiny break with convention I employ is my three-drink strategy.


Growing up I was allowed one drink per meal. Milk or orange juice for breakfast, iced tea for dinner. I suspect that as a child I chafed at these constraints because as an adult I can’t resist ordering multiple beverages. A glass of wine offers a little buzz that I enjoy, the caffeine from my iced tea keeps me awake and alert, and ice water quenches my thirst. This liquid combination of caffeination, hydration, and intoxication really is the perfect triumvirate.


Naively, I thought this idiosyncratic drink habit of mine was invisible. But friends and family members delight in calling attention to my beverage addiction. I’m not sure whether it’s my lengthy drink order that attracts attention or the fact that my thirst-quenching threesome encroaches on my dinner companions’ table space, but my tablemates can’t resist making comments like, “There she goes again with her three drinks!” Sometimes my friends even jump in to order for me. Nevertheless, I’m undaunted. I believe in my sipping strategy.


I was surprised, however, when my daughter-in-law mentioned that I had liberated her beverage habits. “I thought you could only order one drink at a time. It didn’t occur to me to order multiples. I feel so free.” And I almost fell off the kitchen stool on Christmas Eve one year when I overheard my then forty-eight-year-old stepson quoting me to his friends: “Caffeination, hydration, intoxication. It’s the perfect dinner drink combination.” My friend Susan told me that her family calls this kind of drink ordering, “Doing a Liz.” You can imagine my delight.


Ordering multiple beverages hardly constitutes rule breaking, but it does step outside the dining norm. And you just never know when your little break with convention might inspire others.


BBLB Manual of Maxims #4:


“Don’t be afraid to break with convention. It is liberating and might just inspire others.”







BEIGE-I-FYING MY HOUSE


When my husband and I decided to put our house of thirty-two years on the market, our realtor suggested we hire a “house editor” for guidance in neutralizing and decluttering our home. I whined about repainting my colorful walls beige, removing my funky light fixture, and cutting our art collection in half. But the staging objective, according to my realtor, was to make my house as marketable as possible for potential buyers (translated: my frenetic ADD design aesthetic might cost us the sale.).


I actually liked this decorator/house editor, and in spite of my whining, I invited her back a year later for advice on redecorating the townhouse we purchased after selling our home. Downsizing had resulted in our having to cram a dining room table, an old sofa, an oversized chair, and various other Choctaw Trail relics into a smaller space. I was in dire need of professional advice.


I’m a big fan of consultants. I am a consultant and appreciate it when clients actually listen to the advice I offer. So, I listened to Sherrie even though she banned me from buying even one piece of furniture, rug, or lamp containing a speck of color. Everything had to be gray, cream, or beige, and I found myself agreeing to pay too much money for a cream-colored sofa and a neutral area rug. The sales rep at the furniture store told me that in his fifteen-year relationship with our decorator he had never seen her allow a client to purchase a patterned armchair (But we insisted.). Her mantra was, “The neutral choices you make will enhance your artwork,” and she insisted, “The eye needs a place to rest.” Grudgingly, I listened to her.


Later, when I needed help redecorating the very small kitchen in our townhouse, I invited Sherrie back for what turned out to be the final time. As before, I listened to her recommendations even though she thwarted me at every turn. “White” was her relentless refrain. White quartz counter tops, white cabinets, and a white backsplash. I tentatively broached the notion of “interesting” tile for the backsplash.


“What do you mean, interesting?” she asked, breathing out what felt like disdain.


Stumbling and stammering I said something weak like, “I’m not sure, but I’ll know it when I see it.”


I even behaved like a petulant child during a shopping outing when I sensed that she was mocking my ignorance. Eventually, I submitted to her mandates and ended up with a completely white kitchen. Let me make it known that I do believe Sherrie has class and taste. “Your kitchen will be timeless and great for resale,” she reassured me.


As soon as she was out the door, I began coloring up the kitchen. Within five hours I’d added a red toaster, purple clock, and a folk-art painting featuring colorful coffee cups.


This experience reminded me that Be Brave. Lose the Beige! is about being brave. In the case of my redecorating efforts, I was trying to be brave about change. Even at my age, I want to be open to changes and transformations. Doesn’t mean I’ll stick to them though.


BBLB Manual of Maxims #5:


“Be brave and open to changes and life transitions.”








BBLB RECAP



Be Brave, Lose the Beige! is a philosophy, a way of perceiving your world. Fundamental to this philosophy is creativity and creative thinking. Football coach Vince Lombardi urged his players to “run for the daylight; find the open spaces.” This is a good metaphor for creativity. Thinking creatively means finding the cracks of light in the darkness. Slip through them into the unknown or untried.


Creativity can be risky. It’s scary to sing in public, to show someone our writing, to present a new idea for a business; unveiling our creations exposes us in much the same way as dropping our drawers. But challenging airport protocols and ordering multiple beverages helps put us in the driver’s seat. So creative thinking is an excellent partner in the quest to retain control while navigating this aging journey. It’s fun and freeing to color outside lines that have constrained us for much of our lives, and creativity offers us a lightheartedness our aching backs and clogged arteries keep trying to steal.




EXERCISE YOUR CREATIVITY #1:


DOODLE FOR YOUR NOODLE





An easy and unintimidating way to exercise your creative muscles is doodling. Doodling is playful and the epitome of creative freedom. Boring meetings and phone conversations offer prime doodling opportunities, and don’t think that entertaining yourself this way constitutes rude behavior. Sunni Brown, a longtime doodler and author of The Doodle Revolution, is convinced doodling isn’t mindless but actually engages the mind. She contends that doodling can help in problem solving and aid in memory retention.8


When you find yourself in a boring lecture or Zoom call, doodling may actually help you focus and pay attention. John F. Kennedy doodled sailboats, Ronald Reagan cowboys. Hey, whatever helps a president stay focused and pay attention—I say, “Do it!”


Doodling is fun, relaxing, and requires no artistic training or special tools. Something to doodle with and something to doodle on are all you need.




Spend the next ten minutes giving it a try. Grab a pen or pencil. Pens come in various tip thicknesses; colored pencils make for colorful doodles. If staring at a blank page stunts your creativity, try dividing your page into four or more sections. Your lines can be wavy or straight and ultimately become a part of the design. Start with some basic shapes—ovals, loops, triangles, even leaves and flowers. Draw any geometric shapes you feel drawn to. No one else needs to see the results of this creative effort. The simple repetitive nature of drawing patterns is relaxing, relieves stress, and can boost creative confidence.


Happy doodling.
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