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Praise for It’s Never Too Late to Be What You Might Have Been

“I found myself smiling and nodding in agreement as I read, because I identify with so many of the great stories of people reinventing themselves. I know from my own personal experience that we can all make powerful, positive changes in our lives—at any age!”

—Mac Anderson, founder of Successories and Simple Truths

“It’s never too late to be what you might have been. My own life is a testament to its truth…thus far I’ve been an entrepreneur, a mom, a wife, an author and keynote speaker, and a merchandising maven. Who knows how many more roles I’ll take on in the second half of my life?”

—Lisa Hammond, founder of the Femail Creations catalog

“BJ’s unquenchable and witty optimism convinces readers that not only can they CHASE and CATCH their dreams, but they can get in shape while doing the chasing.”

—Mary Anne Radmacher, author of She and Lean Forward into Your Life

“This book will remind you that it is never too late to love, create, prosper, or even regain your childhood. Take heed of these encouraging words, follow your passion, and share yourself with the world. You will have much more fun.”

—Allen Klein, professional speaker and author of Always Look on the Bright Side

“Reading BJ Gallagher’s book is like getting a pep talk from a friend who wholeheartedly believes in you.”

—Judy Ford, author of Every Day Love

“There are so many reasons we give up on our dreams and allow our heartsongs to be silenced, but BJ Gallagher reminds us that time is on our side. This book is filled with inspiring stories and tried and true tips to put us on the path of living our dreams today. Allow this book to inspire you to say a resounding YES to your dreams.”

—Susyn Reeve, author of The Inspired Life

“We all know people that believe that their dreams are out of reach or that time is no longer on their side to achieve them. To that I say, ‘Nonsense!’ It’s Never Too Late to Be What You Might Have Been is the perfect guide for any person on this planet to believe and achieve whatever is in their heart. It’s a must-read for all.”

—David Mezzapelle, author of the bestselling book Contagious Optimism

“It’s never too late to dream, create, love. BJ Gallagher shows us all what it looks like when we grow into our true selves. This insightful, inspiring book reminds us that we are multi-dimensional, empowered beings who can dream at any age and make good on those dreams.”

—Polly Campbell, author of Imperfect Spirituality

“Gallagher gives readers the motivation they need to start a new chapter in their lives. It’s never too late to find true love, go back to school, start a new career, become athletic, live your dream.”

—Megan K. Scott, Associated Press

“BJ Gallagher is a writer I gratefully turn to when I need a fresh perspective. It’s Never Too Late to Be What You Might Have Been offers encouragement about how the second part of life can be the far better half. So true!”

—Nina Lesowitz, coauthor of Living Life as a Thank You
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For Sam Beasley

My wise coach,

My generous friend,

My practical go-to guy,

And my beloved teacher


FOREWORD

All of us are walking stories. In ancient days, we would have told our stories at night, around flickering campfires, just outside our caves or tents. Now we tell them on the pages of books, read in bright sunshine.

Sometimes others tell our story for us—as BJ does in this book, unfolding each person’s story in a lovely way. BJ is a good interviewer and a smart interviewer, too.

Why do we love to hear other people’s stories? Well, loneliness, for one. We like to be reassured that what we’ve been going through is part of the human experience—normal, natural, shared by thousands, if not millions of others. We see ourselves in others’ stories. And the lonely feel embraced.

Inspiration, for another. We learn from others’ stories. They have lessons to teach us. They manifest courage to inspire us. Others’ stories are the cheerleaders in our life. They cry: Don’t give up! They cry: See how crooked was the path by which I reached my dreams? Don’t despair if yours is not the straight path to your destination, that you had hoped and dreamed it would be. You will get there. See! I did.

Storytelling. What a lovely thing that is. And yet, what a strange thing. Some stories fail to cheer us when we need cheering. As we read them, we hear the thought, unspoken but loud, in our minds: Yes, but…Yes, but…

I see what he or she was able to do, yes, but…they had this or that, that I don’t have. So, their story can never be my story.

There is no denying that the storytellers in these pages do have this or that you don’t have. But, good news: you have that or this that they don’t have. We all have gifts. And we all have mental blindness…to our own gifts. We see others’, but not our own. At least in the beginning.

Once, around the ancient flickering fires, it was the blind who gathered to share their stories of how their mental blindness—to their own gifts—was lifted. Now, on the pages of this book, you’ll find more stories of the blind, and how they found sight. They illustrate the author’s fundamental truth: it’s never too late to be what you might have been. It’s never too late to sing “Amazing Grace” in your own life about your own gifts: I once was blind, but now I see.

Dick Bolles

Author of What Color Is Your Parachute? 2014

Reconceived annually

10,000,000 copies sold


INTRODUCTION

Mary Ann Evans really lived the words she wrote. Living in Victorian England in the mid-1800s, she wrote under a male pen name, George Eliot, because she wanted her work to be taken seriously. At the time, women could publish freely under their own names, but they were seen merely as writers of silly romances. Mary Ann wanted her skill and talent to be recognized, so she did what she needed to do to fulfill her ambition as a serious novelist.

It wasn’t too late for her, and it’s not too late for you, either.

•  What are your passions and talents?

•  Do you have gifts to share with the world?

•  Have you ever given up a dream in order to be more “practical” in making a living?

•  Do you long to pick up that dream again?

•  Do you worry that perhaps it’s too late to become who you might have been?

I wrote this book to help you answer these questions. You only go around once in this life, so why not live a life you love? Start now. Live now. Love now. Laugh now. Give full expression to who you really are. Go for that deferred dream—whether it’s a new career, a new love, a new sport, or making yourself wealthy.

You were put on this earth to be the best YOU that you can be. If you don’t do it, nobody else can.


CHAPTER 1

IT’S NEVER TOO LATE TO

MAKE YOUR DREAM COME TRUE

I think you have to take charge of your own life and understand that you’re either going to live somebody else’s dream or live your own dream.

—Wilma Mankiller, first female chief of the Cherokee Nation



 

When I was a little girl I had dreams. I dreamed of being a naturalist, working for National Geographic and traveling the world writing stories about animals. I dreamed of getting married and having a wonderful wedding. I dreamed of living in California forever. I dreamed of being famous. I dreamed of doing work that helped others. I dreamed of being pretty, smart, funny, and well-liked.

I didn’t stop dreaming when I grew up. I added some new dreams and let go of others. Much to my surprise, many of my childhood dreams have come true over the years—just not exactly in the way I had envisioned.

I don’t work for National Geographic, but I do travel extensively, teaching workshops and giving keynote speeches. I don’t write magazine articles about animals, but I do write books about them—one about a peacock in the land of penguins, and one about a three-legged cat. I did get married at a lovely ceremony, but the marriage didn’t last. I did move to California in 1974, after having spent my childhood traveling the world with my military family. I may not be as famous as Oprah, but the hundreds of thousands of people who buy my books know who I am. I am clearly doing work that helps others—my speaking gigs and books. And although I felt insecure in my younger years, today I see that others do think I’m smart, funny, and pretty. As Sally Field famously said in her Academy Award acceptance speech, “You like me! You really, really like me!”

What a happy surprise to discover that my dreams have come true. I discovered that I had what I wanted all along—I was just the last person to realize it.



 

DOWNSHIFTING OUT OF THE FAST LANE

The story of Laurie and Harvey Smith is the perfect opening tale for this chapter on living your dream. Many people aspire to life in the fast lane—a fabulous place to live, high-powered careers that pay well, cool parties to attend, and a weekend home at the beach. For the Smiths, living their dream evolved over time—and ended up in the slow lane. It’s a story that affirms what you already know: The best things in life aren’t things.

“Most people who work in New York City end up retiring to Florida or having a heart attack,” Laurie Smith explained. “We didn’t want to do either.”

I cracked up. I don’t live in New York, but I’ve been there often enough to know what she meant. The lifestyle is fast-paced, intense, and competitive, as well as exciting, interesting, and fun—easy to see how one might burn out.

“Harvey and I had married in our thirties. Harvey was a senior executive with a large textile company and I was an ad copywriter, working in advertising and promotion for magazines like Sports Illustrated and other publications. We lived the Manhattan lifestyle just like you see it in the movies. We had a great apartment with stunning views of the whole city. We had decided not to have children so we had plenty of income to enjoy the lifestyle.

“In 1992, we bought a home in the Hamptons. It was wonderful—we worked hard in the city all week, then retreated to the Hamptons for weekends and holidays.”

“Sounds like heaven to me,” I commented.

Laurie nodded. “It was, but one’s notion of heaven can change over time, and mine did. I began to get restless. I also began to burn out. Harvey and I both had high-powered, high-intensity jobs, and over time, they take their toll.”

“Trouble in paradise?”

“Yes,” Laurie agreed. “We’d each been in our respective careers for about twenty years, but now we began to rethink what it was we wanted. Harvey had been with the same company for twenty-three years and he was only forty-six. He had started as a trainee and was now running a division for the largest textile converter in the country. If you’ve ever had a difficult boss or coworker, you know how stressful that can be.”

Harvey added, “Laurie thought it was more important for us to be healthy and happy over any financial rewards we were earning. When we started talking about finding a new life adventure, most people were incredulous that we would even think about leaving New York.

“Our search began systematically with where we wanted to live. We looked at a map and began to consider options. First, we eliminated the states that weren’t of interest: too cold, too hot, too small, too far from family, landlocked, little diversity, and so on. Through a process of elimination, we narrowed in on the Southeast. Then we started visiting cities and towns where we thought we might like to live.”

“You both quit your jobs at the same time?”

“Yes,” Harvey replied. “Up until then it was kind of like a plan, but giving notice made it very real. It’s kind of like parasailing or a roller coaster—scary but exhilarating at the same time.

“I remember that I went to my bank in Manhattan to close my account. The branch president happened to be the one to help me that day. He asked me why I was closing my account. I told him that my wife and I were moving to North Carolina. ‘Did you lose your job?’ he asked. ‘No,’ I replied, ‘I just quit.’ This middle-aged banker in his pinstripe suit looked at me with a mixture of disbelief, envy, and admiration as he blurted out, ‘You must have a really big pair of balls to do something like that!’”

“That’s a New Yorker for you!” Laurie said with a laugh.

“People are an important part of what makes a city wonderful or terrible, and it was the people of Charlotte who made us want to move here,” Harvey explained.

“I recall calling Laurie one day when I was down here in Charlotte and she was still in New York packing up. ‘A fire engine came racing down the street today and people actually pulled over!’ I told her.”

“They don’t do that in New York?”

“You could die waiting for an emergency vehicle in New York,” Laurie said.

“We noticed lots of things like that about how people treat each other once we got outside New York,” Laurie continued. “It was a collection of little things that we thought would add to our quality of life. For instance, on one of our visits to Charlotte we were in a restaurant having dinner; we had sat at the bar while waiting for our table. Partway into our meal, someone who worked for the restaurant approached our table and asked, ‘Excuse me, but did you leave your purse at the bar?’ My purse had been sitting there for half an hour and no one stole it!”

“That’s remarkable!”

“Yes,” Harvey agreed. “We also noticed how people at the supermarket would actually put their carts back instead of leaving them haphazardly in the parking lots. They said hello to you when they passed you on the street. They waved when you drove into the neighborhood. In Charlotte, if you ask someone the time, they will tell you. In New York, if you ask people the time, they won’t stop, because they think you’re going to rob them. Quality of life was our number one priority, and these little things told us that the quality we were seeking was here.”

“What did you do once you moved here?”

“We gave ourselves two years to look at options,” Laurie replied. “We finally bought into a new franchise—but the franchisor failed. It was very disappointing. Things weren’t going quite as planned.”

“I told Laurie that Bill Gates never hires anyone who hasn’t experienced failures,” Harvey interjected. “You learn more by failure than you do by success.”

“What did you do after the franchise tanked?”

“We could have kept our part of the franchise going but Laurie wasn’t enamored,” Harvey replied. “So we were struggling with it. Then I saw an advertisement for a coaching program at the University of North Carolina in Charlotte. At that time, few people had heard of business coaching, or life coaching, but the more I learned about it, the more it resonated with me.”

“And what did you do, Laurie, while your husband was going to school?”

“I was Harvey’s first coaching guinea pig,” she said, smiling. “He was learning how to help people discover their right livelihood, so I asked him to help me find mine.”

“And I loved helping her, of course,” Harvey added. “We started with her love of animals, something she didn’t realize ran so deep.

“Shortly after we arrived here, Laurie became involved in dog rescue. One day, we pulled into a gas station and found a stray puppy running between the gas pumps. No one knew anything about her, so we cleaned her up, took her to the vet, and found her a good home within a couple of days. It just grew from there. Soon we were fostering and placing dogs regularly and working with other rescuers around the country.”

“As a result, it seemed to make sense for me to explore dog professions,” Laurie said. “I thought I might be a dog groomer—combining my love of dogs with my experience in cleaning them up and caring for them. I spent time in a few local salons and found I was ready to make the commitment.

“I researched grooming schools and decided the best one for me was a four-month, full-time program in Lexington, Kentucky. So at age fifty, I left my husband in Charlotte, took an apartment in Lexington, and became a student again. I was studying forty hours a week, and Harvey commuted to see me every couple of weeks.

“I was terrified. I’d been working as an advertising copywriter, using my brain for twenty-plus years. Now I was doing physical labor. Grooming is a whole lot more than a bath and blow dry. You are working on moving targets with scissors and blades. Dogs are scared and don’t want to stand still. I developed a tremendous empathy for dogs when I realized that this grooming is not a fun experience for them. The school I went to helped me develop very high standards of safety and sanitation—which I later found out many groomers don’t learn because they are self-taught or attend inferior training programs.”

“What did you do when you finished your certification?”

“When I first returned to Charlotte, I worked for other groomers I respected, to further develop my skills. When I was ready to launch out on my own, I decided on a business model that would allow me to groom dogs in the most stress-free environment possible—their own homes. And I quickly found there were a lot of people who didn’t want to leave their dogs at a salon all day. Or their dogs were too old, or too nervous, or they’d had a bad experience with a salon.

“I was going for a higher-end clientele, people who would pay a little more for in-home service. The nicest mall in town is in an area called SouthPark, so I called my business SouthBark. It was very well received, and by the end of the first year I was booked two months in advance!”

“That’s very impressive.”

Harvey nodded. “I work with lots of start-up businesses, and I can tell you that identifying a niche is a great way to focus and build your business. Laurie would come home every night exhausted and covered with dog hair—but with a big smile on her face.”

“I was doing what I loved but it was taking a toll on my body,” Laurie said. “I worked at it from October 2006 to January 2008 but finally had to give it up. That was really hard to do. I miss my clients, both the two-legged and especially the four-legged ones.”

“So what are you doing now?”

“Well,” Laurie replied, “Coach Harvey reminded me that I have other talents and skills, and that perhaps it was time to develop some new ones. He is a real proponent of ongoing professional development.”

“All the while Laurie was grooming,” Harvey said, “I was building my coaching business. I’ve got a client base of over four hundred businesses and individuals, so I could really use her help.”

Laurie added, “Now he helps other people live their dreams. I jumped back into my copywriting and marketing role and rewrote his website. I help him with sales and marketing.”

“We like to say that Laurie rescues dogs and I rescue people,” Harvey quipped.

“Great way to describe it,” I said, chuckling. “Now, I have one last question to ask before we finish: What advice would you give others who want to make their dreams come true?”

“I’d tell them that dreams come in all shapes and sizes,” Laurie replied. “Yours doesn’t have to be as dramatic as ours—quitting your job. Dreams are different for different people. And even with the same person, his or her dream probably changes over time.”

“I agree,” Harvey said, nodding. “And remember, it’s a process. You don’t have to do it all at once, especially if you are risk-averse. You can do it in small steps. Start taking courses or getting certifications. Go on informational interviews to meet people in your field of interest. Find out what it’s really like. People love to talk about their expertise.”

“That’s all great advice,” I said. “But let me ask you a follow-up question. The two of you had successful careers before you made this change. You’d made good money and socked enough away for the future. Do you have any advice for people who aren’t in such a good position to make a change?”

Harvey chuckled. “Well, we didn’t start off in a good financial position. I began my career as a New York City high school teacher. I loved it, but I didn’t love being poor. So in the early nineteen-seventies, I made my first big career change. I started as low man on the totem pole in a new job in a field I knew nothing about.

“In some ways, it’s almost easier to change if you don’t have a lot of money, because you don’t have much to lose—you’re not invested to the same extent you are after twenty years.”

Laurie added, “I would advise people not to make this kind of change without a buffer, without enough money to last them twelve months while they’re getting started in their new line of work. Any entrepreneur knows that you have to have a cushion to support you while you’re getting your business up and running.”

“As you consider making a change to pursue your dream, there are some key questions you need to ask yourself,” Harvey explained. “First, what does success look like for me? Second, what attitude do I need to adopt in order to achieve this success? Third, what knowledge and skills do I need to have? Fourth, who are the people I am going to surround myself with?

“You need a community of support: models, mentors, supporters, friends, family—a mastermind group. Consider hiring a coach. I often tell people that if we had hired a coach when we were first considering a change, we would have made better choices. I have a coach now, for sure.”

“Something else to keep in mind,” Laurie interjected. “It’s a lot easier to make a career change if it’s your choice. It’s a lot harder adjustment if you get downsized or fired—then you’re forced into a change that isn’t your choosing.”

“So the underlying message is that you either choose for yourself or run the risk of others choosing for you,” I said.

“Yes, the underlying message is that we have choices,” Laurie concluded. “It comes down to this: Imagine living your life knowing that you never even tried to achieve something that was in your heart or something that was meaningful to you. You’d not only be robbing yourself, you would be robbing others of all that you had to offer.”

“And one last thought I’d like to add,” Harvey said. “There is more than one way to be successful. In my early career as a teacher I learned that in every individual there is a magnificence. If only we would take the time to find that magnificence in ourselves.”

For more information about Harvey Smith’s business coaching, visit his website: www.CarolinaBusinessCoach.com.



 





The very least you can do in your life is to figure out what you hope for. And the most you can do is live inside that hope. Not admire it from a distance but live right in it, under its roof.

—Barbara Kingsolver, novelist








 

IT’S NEVER TOO LATE TO

DREAM…

DISCOVER new possibilities.

REENERGIZE yourself.

EMBRACE the adventure.

ASK for help.

MAKE THE MOST of your life!



 





One can never consent to creep when one feels the compulsion to soar.

—Helen Keller, first deaf/blind person to earn a college degree

Desire, ask, believe, receive.

—Stella Terrill Mann, inspirational speaker, author
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