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For the island








Introduction



The Year of Thinking BIG. That is my theme for the next couple of years. So I guess, more accurately, my theme should be The Years of Thinking BIG, but let’s not quibble over an “s.” As I approach a certain age (no big mystery: fifty), I am developing a philosophy that is not dependent on what people think of me anymore. I am much more concerned these days with what I think of me and how I’ll be thinking of me in the years to come. And as I reach this place in my life where people normally start thinking about retirement and counting up the various nest eggs they’ve laid over the years, all I can think about is how I’ve laid only one big fat egg in that department. Because of various traumatic and irresponsible events in my life, I don’t have a retirement plan. To be honest, I don’t even have any kind of plan, except that one day I’d like to be in the retirement phase of my life.


I look at retirement as a time to travel, garden, read, and basically enjoy life. I know it sounds like an AARP slogan, but it becomes meaningful after one enters her late forties. After years of working under conditions set forth by others, it has suddenly become far more important to me to be able to live under conditions set forth by me. This means being able to sleep in when I’m tired, go up to Maine when I feel like it, not drive in the cold and the snow to get somewhere someone else thinks I should be. It also means making flip-flops my main footwear. If I can’t wear flip-flops to a place, it’s probably not a place I want to go. I have “good” flip-flops (those I clean up after each wearing) and “everyday” flip-flops (which I don’t). These allow me to enjoy a wide spectrum of events. So, that’s my goal: flip-flops after fifty. I think it’s doable.


Of course, this means that I now need a retirement plan. Since I want to work from home and don’t want to run a daycare or start a business on eBay, and since the one thing I can do well is write, I need to make a commitment to my writing: it must become a discipline, and I must make it an important part of my daily routine. This becomes difficult when one holds a nine-to-five, five-day-a-week job. Or, as it’s been lately, a seven-to-six, six-day-a-week job. But this is The Year of Thinking BIG! I must press on. So there’s that: stick to my writing. I don’t know how I will make it pay for my retirement, but who knows what will come down the pike?


I’m brewing another couple of ideas, too. All are connected to writing, and some have to do with education. After all, I didn’t go back to school and rack up tens of thousands of dollars in debt earning a master’s degree for nothing. All in all, I think I might be onto something. Planning for retirement: what a concept.


For a long time I’ve trudged along the path of Do the Right Thing. I’ve held jobs and paid taxes and registered and insured my cars. I sent my kids to school with lunch every day, helped them with their homework, and took out loans to pay for their higher education. If I didn’t have anything nice to say, I didn’t say it. If I took a penny, I left a penny. I’m not saying my new philosophy will change all this, but I do think that after almost fifty years of following the rules, I can safely assume I can be trusted to behave. The way I see it, I am able, motivated, smart, and ready. What’s to stop me?





Fifty









The Year of Living Fifty-ishly



In 2008, I joined such illustrious company as Holly Hunter, Alec Baldwin, Michelle Pfeiffer, LEGO, AARP, Alpha-Bits, the Rolodex, and Jif peanut butter. How? We all turned fifty.


Turning fifty is no big deal if you’re, say, the Interstate Highway System, which turned fifty in 2006. In fact, you should be fifty if you’re the Interstate Highway System—it gives you a certain air of respectability and responsibility. But when you’re a woman who still feels like she’s, oh, in her late thirties, it can be a little more frightening. Not scary frightening (as in not one but two terms of George Bush), just slightly frightening (as in where the hell is the how-to guide for turning fifty?).


For me, approaching fifty was just plain mind-boggling. In the preceding months, as I wrote journal entries and notes to myself regarding my upcoming birthday (“For my fiftieth birthday …” or “Can I find a new job at fifty?”), I would stop and look at what I’d written, and I felt as if I were lying about my age, but in the reverse. How could I possibly be this old?


AARP knew I was turning fifty practically before I did. They started the campaign to get me into their little cult about six months earlier, sending me an application for membership and a subscription to their magazine. I guess they wanted to be sure I remembered to join. So I did. Why not? Who doesn’t want to be a member of an organization whose cover girl is Caroline Kennedy or whose cover boy is Kevin Costner? I’m game—count me in.


It’s not that I wasn’t ready to be fifty. I don’t mind aging. I don’t look or feel old. One of my vain little secrets is that I absolutely love it when I tell people how old my oldest child is and they say, “What? You don’t look like you have a child that old!” or when the guy at Starbucks says, “She’s your mom? I thought you were sisters!” when I stop in for coffee with my daughter, Annie. (I’m sure Annie loves that one as much as I do.)


For the most part, I was okay with the whole thing. But there are intrinsic elements to turning fifty that have to be addressed. It is certainly a time for reflection and stocktaking. Reflection is okay: I feel lucky that I am in good health, that I’m living my life in a way I can be proud of, and that I have raised amazing children. I am married to a good man who also raised a wonderful daughter and who lives his life in a mindful and generous way. My parents are healthy, and so are my brother and sister, and we all enjoy a fairly sane and loving familial relationship. My friends are few, but they’re steadfast and fun, and I can call any one of them in a pinch. (Like if I’m freaking out about turning fifty. Which I’m not.) And there’s the above-mentioned looking good for my age—which doesn’t hurt. Sure, I could stand to lose a few pounds, but who couldn’t?


It’s the other thing, the stock-taking part, that I’m having the teeniest bit of trouble with. The part where I look back on my life and check to see if I’ve gotten most of the things done that I’ve always wanted to do. The answer is no. And when you’re fifty and the answer is no, a new time frame is suddenly in place. I have only so many years left to travel to Greece, Italy, and Australia or to drive an RV across the United States. I have only so much time to live in New York City or start my own business. But the biggest thing—the thing I imposed my own time limit on—was becoming a Writer and Getting Published. I set a deadline of age fifty to get published, and I didn’t meet my goal. But don’t fret. I’m not leaving things at a potentially depressing point. If life is all about the journey rather than the destination, then at this point I’m just getting more information about the remaining trip. Turning fifty is like stopping at a travel center to check the map and maybe get a cup of coffee. Maybe even some presents.


While we’re on the topic, I think you should be able to register for gifts at Bed Bath & Beyond or Target or Best Buy for your fiftieth birthday. Registering for gifts is the most decadent, self-indulgent, brilliant idea ever devised—so why is it limited to the newly engaged? It’s beyond me why all those little scanner guns are reserved for brides- and grooms-to-be when the real buying power is with the baby boomers. Seriously, think about it. Registering for gifts for a fiftieth-birthday party is the best idea since Diet Rite Cola (the first diet soda, also fifty).


You’re welcome, fellow boomers.








The Big Day



Thursday: Four Days Before the Big Day


This morning my eyes popped open at 5:45 AM and I couldn’t get back to sleep. Turns out, I’m getting pretty excited about this upcoming milestone. I think I’m having a party or something. My husband has been all secrets and sly grins for the last month and a half, and Annie no less so. Something is going on, but I don’t have any details. And frankly, I don’t want any. It’s taken a while, but suddenly I’m excited.


I left work at 1:00 PM because of an appointment, but also because I am taking both Friday and Monday off, so why not go home early to prepare? After my appointment, I came home and “worked” anyway, catching up on the dozens of emails I got in between the time I left the office and the time I got home. I have five student programs in various stages of completion. There are teachers to hire, supplies to get, presenters to book—but after I finished with those emails, I was done. For the next few days, I am the Birthday Girl. In honor of that, I popped open a bottle of champagne.


Last night, I didn’t get home from work until about six forty-five. My youngest, Christopher, was home from school—sick, coughing, miserable, tired but unable to sleep, hungry but unable to eat. My husband, Angelo, was there, too. But I walked straight past them into the dining room when I came in the door, because a glance through the dining room window on my walk up the driveway had told me that someone had lit a candle and placed what looked like a wrapped flower on the table. I went in to see what was up. Presents? Already? There was, in fact, a single rose in a vase. Propped up against it was an envelope. Inside the envelope, on the front of the card, was a dark ocean with an ominous black fin slicing through the water. When I opened the card, the first notes of a familiar movie theme sounded: dun-dunh, dun-dunh, dun-dunh, dun-dunh. “You know it’s coming…,” the card warned.


I know it is. I can’t wait.


Friday: Three Days Before the Big Day


My first day off as Birthday Girl, and I went to work. All I needed to do was go to a school and meet a teacher who was joining one of my programs, but it was work nevertheless. It was a quick trip to and from, so I was done by 10:30 AM. I drove back home to pick up Christopher, and we headed to the Southeast train station in Brewster, New York, to pick up Annie. Let the festivities begin!


And they did. We started at lunch. We went to a place we used to go to during my single-parent days, back when Annie and Christopher were little and we knew the manager and it was always crowded and fun: Señor Pancho’s, the Mexican restaurant that arrived in Connecticut about twenty years ago, helping out us transplanted Texans just a little bit by offering beans and rice, jalapeños in every dish, and margaritas (at Connecticut prices, however). When we got to the restaurant today, we were the only ones there. More attention for us! We ordered drinks and quesadillas and ate chips and got the party started.


By this evening, however, accompanying Annie on a last-minute trip to Target, I suddenly felt overwhelmed. Deliciously and excitedly overwhelmed, but overwhelmed just the same. I texted Angelo from the car and told him I couldn’t believe how much they are all doing for me. That he must be exhausted. He texted back, “I’m in bed already.” Resting up for tomorrow, no doubt.



Saturday: Two Days Before the Big Day



The day of the big—something. I am choosing to get off the grid. Unplug. Disconnect. Sign off. Just for today, though, because tomorrow I have some birthday partying to do… I think.


Sunday: One Day Before the Big Day


So, yes, there was a party. A big one. A wonderful one. But before the party there was lunch at the Black Rock Tavern for the family. Family I didn’t even expect to be there—Antonio and Marilyn up from Pelham, Victor and Lina up from Chappaqua, Susie and Stephan here from Middletown, and Christina, Tony’s sister, in from New Paltz. It turns out my husband and my daughter can be quite the little party planners. And secret-keepers, too.


After a late lunch, we all came back to the house. Annie and Angelo had been moving stuff and cleaning the whole evening before, so it was obvious that something was up, but I never expected so much. Friends and neighbors showed up bearing gifts. There was a ton of food—good food—and, to top it off, an enormous, chocolate-mocha ganache birthday cake with the requisite number of candles, which I managed to mostly blow out. If I’d remembered to make a wish, it would have been something along the lines of I wish I could have a party at my house, with tons of food and an enormous chocolate-mocha ganache cake, to which all my family and friends were invited. As it turns out, I didn’t have to make that wish for it to come true.


Age and wine are not the best combination for remembering stuff. Add the exhilaration I was experiencing, and any significant or poignant moments that happened last night lost their chance of being etched in my memory. But here’s what I do remember: I’ve never felt so grateful or loved or blessed in my life. Angelo, Annie, Christopher, and Annie’s boyfriend, Tony, took care of everything. Everything. Every single person’s presence at my house on Saturday night contributed to my experiencing a feeling I’ve never had before—a euphoric confidence, a certainty that I was just where I needed to be. On Saturday night I felt free of all the mundane chains of responsibility and was able to laugh and talk—and, toward the end of the evening, dance—as if none of the daily trials and tribulations of life existed. But I’m glad I don’t feel that way all the time. The other stuff needs to exist, too, I think, in order for life to move forward. It’s a motivator, all that irritating responsibility. It gets things done. When it was my turn in the spotlight, though—when I was the thing needing to get done—it was exceptional. It’s a gift in itself to be celebrated. Yes, it’s good to be the queen… at least for one night.


Monday: The Big Day


February 11. A birthday I share with Thomas Edison, Jennifer Aniston, Burt Reynolds, and Manuel Noriega. After the last four days of celebrating, I feel content upon reaching this milestone birthday properly, with enough attention to make it unforgettable (as much as is possible for me at this age) and enough time for reflection that I’m comfortable with it.


I got up at 10:30 AM today and spent the day sampling leftover hors d’oeuvres, doing a little writing, and circling, in awe, the mound of presents I’ve received, not ready to disturb the astonishing pile of good wishes. It’s not that I was completely uncomfortable with turning fifty. It just didn’t seem possible that I could have reached this “golden” age without something more—more achievement, more wisdom, more money. But so it goes. Here I am, and that in itself is an achievement. I’m happy to be here—still fighting the same battles I did when I was forty-nine or even thirty-nine, perhaps, but here all the same. Everybody has a “fifty” story—those who got here, anyway. I’m happy that when someone tells me they’re celebrating their fiftieth birthday this year, I’ll be able to respond by saying, “Oh, it’s not so bad. Mine was perfect.”





The C-Word



You know what there are a lot of commercials for on daytime TV? Food. Fast food, healthy food, snack food, good food, and bad food. You know how I know this despite the fact that I am neither a stay-at-home mom nor independently wealthy? Because I turned fifty, and turning fifty is an entrée through a golden door to all manner of wonderful things—a goodie bag of new attitudes, discounts, and medical procedures.


The attitude is awesome: I’m fifty and I’m not going to take this [expletive of choice] anymore. It really changes one’s outlook. The discounts are quite welcome, too. I get ten percent off my order on Tuesdays at my local market. And then there are the medical procedures. At a regular checkup with my doctor long before I got my first AARP magazine, he wrote on a prescription pad, “Colonoscopy” and added verbally, “You should get one,” like he was advising me to start an IRA or something.


I took the little piece of gray paper, tucked it into my purse, smiled, said, “See you next year,” and promptly forgot about it. Until a couple of weeks later, that is, when my husband said one night, “You know, I never did get a colonoscopy, I should probably think about getting one.” This is the kind of romantic talk we indulge in now that our kids are gone.


I responded by running to my purse to retrieve that same little piece of gray paper that held the name of a local gastroenterologist.


“We should get one together!” he said when I showed it to him. See? Crazy like teenagers, we are.


So I said, “Sure, go ahead and make all the arrangements.” I figured I was safe that way, since he’d never remember to do it.


A week later, however, my husband had all the facts on the prescribed procedure. The first fact was, we couldn’t do it together. To this day, I’m not sure if I was happy or disappointed about that. So he scheduled our procedures three weeks apart, and he was going first. The second piece of news: we needed to block out at least two days to have this thing done. (That’s where the extended television-commercial watching comes in.) The third: each of us would need the other as a driver afterward. Because of the debilitating humiliation, I supposed—but no, it was because of the sedation. Sedation? This procedure might be manageable after all!


You don’t realize how many references to the posterior and its functions people make throughout the day until you’ve scheduled a colonoscopy. Once you do, sit back and marvel at the eruption of expressions that ensue. On the day before, during the prep, one might comment, “This is a pain in the ass!” and then smile at the accuracy of the remark. Later that evening, after not having had anything but a liquid diet all day, you might find the observation “This diet is full of crap” escaping your lips and hear your spouse groan at the fact that this is the fifteenth procedure-appropriate comment you’ve made that day. It will happen. You’ll see.


And now the moment you’ve all been waiting for: the colonoscopy. Here’s exactly what it was like: I got to the outpatient surgical center. I put on a gown. I lay down on a gurney. The nice gastroenterologist came and talked to me, and then the smiling anesthesiologist came and talked to me. I put on my little blue shower cap and was wheeled by friendly nurses into the “treatment room.” There was a small whiteboard on the wall that said WELCOME, CYNTHIA EASTMAN!


“Oh, how nice,” I said.


Then the smiling anesthesiologist said, “I’m going to put this mask on you; then I’ll inject this into your IV line …” and then I was out.


Forty-five minutes later, I came to in the same little cubicle in which I’d started out. I was pleasantly sleepy and not uncomfortable at all. My husband came in a few minutes later and said… something. Then the nice gastroenterologist came in and said I had a good-looking colon and that I’d won the best-prep-of-the-day gold star. One of the friendly nurses brought me buttered toast and tea. After about twenty minutes of this dreaminess, I got my comfy clothes back on and was escorted out to the car, which my husband helpfully drove up to the door so as not to put too much pressure on my navigational skills. (Sedation, remember?) As we drove home, my husband said… something. When I got home, I had a chicken salad sandwich and it was about the best chicken salad sandwich I’ve ever had in my life. Then I took a nap.


I tell you all this because colonoscopies are one of the best preventative procedures you can take to effectively combat colon cancer. They are recommended at fifty, but the number of people I know who are over fifty and haven’t had one is… well, somewhere around fifty. My husband—who, by the way, experienced just as easy a time as I did, removal of a benign, mushroom-size polyp notwithstanding—was one of those until we finally planned to do it together. It takes a day and a half at the most (though I suppose it could be a full two days if you played your cards right). And not eating for a day or so isn’t horrible. Really. Put it in perspective. It could save your life.


So here’s the moral of the story: go do it.


Now.








My Education



Fifty does funny things to people. For one thing, it makes people decide not to take as much crap about stuff anymore. One day you’re forty-nine, taking a bunch of crap, and then the next day you’re fifty and you’re not going to take it anymore. You get to say things like, “I’m too old for this,” and people kind of look at you and go, “Yeah, you’re right.”


Given that, I’ve had a little black cloud following me around for most of my life, and now that I’m in my fifties, I’m finally going to dispel it once and for all. It’s a cloud that probably started forming early on, though because my childhood was a brightly lit place of cutting through backyards, swimming in the neighborhood pool, climbing trees, and riding bikes, I likely didn’t notice it. In my recollections of my younger years, I am always wearing shorts and a T-shirt and I’m running. The sky is blue and clear—no black clouds visible.
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