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HAVE ALL YOUR DREAMS COME TRUE?
HAVE ANY OF THEM?
ARE YOU READY TO MAKE THEM HAPPEN?

Barbara Sher can help you make the rest of your life the very best time of your life. She has a gift for seeing the fears and responsibilities, prejudices and doubts that have been holding you back … and for showing you how to conquer them! Age, time, money—none of them needs to stand in your way. Not anymore. Find out about:


•  A thirty-year plan … the craziest and very best strategy for experiencing an exciting future.

•  True love … it is probably impossible before the age of forty. Discover how, and why, you can now, finally, experience the real thing.

•  An energy jump-start … the one thing you need to get you going.

•  Myths about getting older … here’s one: “Old people are lonely and depressed,” The truth is the loneliest, most depressed people in the United States are actually teenagers.

•  Reclaiming wonder … you can travel the world or travel through the unexplored caverns of your own soul. Turning forty is the first step in the journey.

•  A two-week unannounced strike … a warm-up for the biggest change you will ever make.

•  Going for greatness … there are only four rules for doing it, and they’re simple. Really simple.



IT’S ONLY TOO LATE IF YOU DON’T START NOW
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Introduction

How would you like to wake up tomorrow feeling young and fearless, full of creative energy, unworried about anyone else’s opinions, knowing exactly what you want to do with your life, and having the unswerving intention of doing it?

I know that sounds like pie in the sky, especially to someone who’s entering midlife. To you the future looks all downhill. Young again? You figure you’ll be lucky to grow old as slowly as possible, right? The direction life takes after forty is so obvious that you can’t understand why we’re even discussing it.

You’re not the only person your age who sees it that way. I see that same certainty on the face of every newcomer to the middle years.

“These are the facts. The party’s over. There were dreams I had, but it’s too late for them now. I have a few years of health, and then I have to be prepared for the worst. Time to face up to the grim news: I will never be young again.”

Does that sound pretty close to what you’re thinking?

You’re in for a surprise.

You’re turning a big corner all right, and walking down a new street. As a matter of fact, this is one of life’s most significant turns. But the minute you step around that corner what you’re going to see will astonish you.

You’re not heading for any kind of decline. In fact, you’re about to embark on an amazing new beginning. The era you’re entering is so different from your first forty years it’s completely justifiable to call it your second life.

I want you to understand that this is no variation on what’s come before. Your second life is a different world, as different from your first life as college is from grade school. And it all starts as soon as you wake up from the illusions of your youth, the ones that govern your first life.

What illusions am I talking about? The ones that midlife seems to be taking away from you: the youth and beauty that gave the promise of great romance and glory, the delicious sense of endless tomorrows with endless possibilities, the certainty that you’d never grow old (because nothing could be worse) and that you’d never die. None of these beliefs is holding up too well against the passing of time, but your impulse is to hang on for as long as possible.

And that’s not a good idea.

If you struggle to hang on to those illusions, you might not wake up for years to the opportunities waiting in your second life. And then you’ll look back and say, “Why couldn’t I have seen this fifteen years ago? Oh, the things I could have done with all that time!”

So let me say it loud and clear: Your first life belongs to nature. Your second life belongs to you.

What’s coming is a gradual loosening of the hold that culture and biology have on you, and the arrival of your authentic self. You are losing nothing real by getting older. In fact, you’re moving into a life that’s sure to be more conscious, centered, creative, and energetic than anything you’ve known so far. And there is no way to live a life this exciting until you’re over forty.

If you’re reading this with cynicism or doubt, or you think I’m about to launch into some candy-coated Pollyanna bromides, think again. I’m a tough realist. I never make a habit of looking at the rosy side of things. In fact, I’m as surprised as anyone to be able to tell you what I’ve found on the other side of midlife. As you read these pages, I predict you’re going to be surprised too.

But why is it so hard to see that good times are coming? Why do we suffer so when we begin to lose our youth? I pondered that question for some time, and when I first got the answer, I almost laughed, because what causes our blindness is so hidden and at the same time so obvious that it’s almost like a trick.

Nature wants you to hate getting older. It’s part of your biological makeup that you feel anguished about it. Because if everything after midlife looks distasteful, you will naturally resist getting older. And as you’ll see, that makes you a lot more useful to your species.

Right now this explanation may not make much sense, but it will. And it certainly doesn’t make your present situation any easier to bear. Because whatever the reason, your feelings tell you that something has gone wrong. You weren’t supposed to stop being young. Not yet. There was so much you wanted to happen, so much that didn’t turn out the way you expected. To you, it looks like the dice have been thrown, and this is what you got. The shine is off tomorrow. You have definitely fallen out of love with your life.

Well, I’d like to show you how to fall back in love with it again.

I know this sounds like a tall order. There are lots of books and magazine articles trying to help you cope with the scary changes that are happening to you, but I’m not talking about coping. I don’t think you don’t need to cope with life; you need to know a new way to live it. And you know perfectly well that you feel too young for the books that tell you how to live after retirement. Even I feel too young for them.

And when great thinkers like Carl Jung say it’s time to slow down and begin giving something back to the generations behind us, and Erik Erikson implies that creativity is over and it’s time for maintenance, I find myself thinking, “Who are you talking to?”

Nothing’s over, and it’s time to make a movie or study the ocean floor. Or start a poetry journal. Or go to medical school. Or open a bank. Or do anything else you’ve got the brains and talent to do.

But great thinkers all agree on one thing, and so do I:

It’s time to quit wishing you could stop the clock.

You’ve got exciting work to do and a whole new way of living to learn, so it’s vital that you outgrow your fear of the future as soon as possible. If you don’t, you’ll waste precious years mourning the loss of youth or, worse, trying to hang on to it.

Look at this all-too-typical scenario: You wake up one day and you’re forty. Shock sets in, and you use the next ten or fifteen years fighting the “downward spiral” with everything you’ve got. You start joining gyms and getting face-lifts; you dream of driving through your birthday cake in a red Bronco or running off with someone half your age. If none of that makes you feel young again—which it won’t—you might even decide to sell all your worldly goods, buy a sailboat or a Winnebago, and disappear into the sunset.

None of which might seem so bad for the first three days, but after all that, you wake one morning and still have to figure out how to live.

After a number of years, however, you might come to realize that all your fears of getting older were unfounded, that you’ve been handed a much better life than you ever expected. It happens to a lot of people.

The problem is, it might not happen to you until your late fifties or sixties.

Do you really want to wait that long?

“That would be like paying for a ten-day vacation and arriving on day seven!” a friend told me.

If the years between now and then were good years, I’d say, Who cares? But they’re not. In my personal experience and other stories people have told me, they’re usually miserable and stressed, loaded with turmoil and feelings of being abandoned, even betrayed, by fate. Few people look back on them with pure pleasure.

Now let’s imagine a different scenario.

You hit midlife with no resistance at all, understanding what a special stage you’ve come to. You realize what a dangerous illusion your feelings of immortality have been. You start paying attention to your dreams to decide how you want to live. You begin to write the books that are in you, or go into the theater and become an actor like you’ve always wanted, or you become an Arctic explorer, or a business owner, or you build the community you’ve always known was possible, or you head out and see the world you’ve always longed to see.

In other words, you start to live your life to suit who you really are. You go after your own dreams with new respect and a clear mind because you don’t have to prove anything. You’re not trying to impress anyone. The top item on your list of priorities says, “Find the life I was born to live.” Everything else comes after that.

The trap has opened, and you’re free. Fears of getting older or less beautiful, of not being wanted or successful all disappear. You don’t have to walk out on your life and escape to the South Seas like a latter-day Gauguin because your feelings of being trapped are gone.

What will show up in their place? Your original self.

A self you haven’t seen since childhood—if ever. It’s who you were before puberty changed you forever and threw up a mountain range of aches and urgencies, so high you lost sight of the original creature you were. And this time, when that side of you returns, you’ll have the know-how and independence you never had as a child. It’s a new life, and this time you’re going to have a lot of choice about how to live it.

Now that’s a nice scenario, isn’t it?

And you can have it.

Why waste those years trying to hang on to what you were—and what was never really you? A waste of time is a waste of talent. It’s a waste of happiness. I can’t leave you alone and let you come to your senses in your own good time. I have to do whatever I can to wake you up. That’s why you’re going to hear me saying it over and over, as strongly as I can: If you’re dreading midlife, you have made a big mistake. Run, do not walk, to the first chapter of this book and start reading now.

Here’s what you’ll find.

Book One, “Nature and Instinct: Your First Life,” is all about where you are now and how you got there.

In it you’re going to have some major revelations about what’s really been driving you all these years and why you now fear midlife. As a woman in one of my workshops said, “I feel like I’ve been let in on a terrible secret!” What’s the secret? Well, here’s a big piece of it: When you thought you were doing what you wanted, it was usually what nature wanted. In your early teens biology flipped the switch, and you jumped onto a treadmill; you started flying in search of what everyone else wanted: love, success, immortality. All at once they seemed so indisputably the only goals worth having. And you still want them today.

That’s why you’ll have some tough realizations ahead in Book One. Almost every one of your most cherished assumptions is going to be turned on its head. Do you think time is flying by too fast, stealing your years from you? You’re going to find out the opposite. Do you think mortality takes your life away? You’re going to see that it actually gives your life to you, like a birthday present. Everything you thought you understood—the meaning of aging, that to be beautiful is to be lucky, that romantic love is the greatest of all treasures, that success is the best and failure is the worst thing that can happen to you, even the real causes of your midlife crisis—is going to change forever.

You’re going to find out why you believed in illusions masquerading as the truth in the first place and develop a new respect for the greatest playwright of them all: nature. In other words, you’re going to start waking up to where you’ve been for the last twenty-five years.

And every time one of those illusions collapses, you’re going to become freer to be yourself. Then your second life, with all the remarkable possibilities it holds, will fall into your hands like a winning lottery ticket.

Book Two, “Reclaiming Your Original Self: Your Second Life,” will show you how to break away from the leftovers of your past and claim your second life.

You gave away a lot of personal rights in your first life because you were struggling for love and status and you thought you had to. You gave away the right to be an individual with your own personal style, the right to say no, to use your time any way you saw fit, to live your life to suit who you are. But now you’ve got to begin the process of taking those personal rights back.

You’ll have a fight on your hands. Since infancy you’ve encountered powerful forces in the form of approval and disapproval specifically designed to keep you in line. By this time most of them aren’t as real as they appear, but you’ve internalized them, so they’re as tough as ever. You’re still scared that if you speak your mind and make your own choices, you’ll be punished or rejected or you’ll feel painfully guilty. That if you love, you’ll have to give your life away to your loved ones. And that if you go after your own dream, you’ll wind up alone. You’re about to find that none of this is true.

And when you stop being afraid to take it back, you’ll be ready to start living that second life of yours. You’re going to go on a mission to find your gifts and bring them into your day-to-day life. And I think you’re going to surprise yourself with your own originality and productivity. As a matter of fact, I’m going to make what probably sounds like a recklessly bold statement, but I feel sure you’ll agree with me by the end of this book: The goals you pursue in your second life, because they come from your deepest gifts and are unimpeded by the obstacles of youth, can lead you to greatness.

Not just happiness. Greatness.

Because if you refuse to fritter away your future trying to regain your past, you’ll see something amazing start to happen. You’ll find yourself looking forward to getting up every morning because it’s life you love, not some person you have a crush on. You’ll start to see everything around you with open eyes instead of the tunnel vision of a hunter looking for prey. You’ll feel excitement about what you’re going to create, because without doubts and inner conflicts to sap your energy, or fear of disapproval to make you overcautious, you’re going to sail! You’re going to create things no one but you could possibly create, find out that nothing is more fun than hard work you love to do. And you’re especially going to enjoy the precious hours you give yourself in which to do absolutely nothing.

How’s that for a nice second life?

I don’t make reckless promises. If you’re familiar with my earlier work, you already know that. So come along with me and let’s get started on your education. I have some fascinating things to show you.



“But I was so much older then,
I’m younger than that now.”
—Bob Dylan, “My Back Pages”
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Nature and Instinct: Your First Life



PART ONE
YOU ARE HERE

“I hate being a grown-up. Having to learn things I didn’t want to know really pisses me off.”

(overheard)




1
Don’t Panic, It’s Only a Midlife Crisis


“I am forty now, and forty years is a lifetime; it is extremely old age. To go on living after forty is unseemly, disgusting, immoral! Who goes on living after forty? Give me a sincere and honest answer! I’ll tell you—rogues and fools.”

Fedor Dostoyevsky

“It was only in my forties that I started feeling young.”

Henry Miller







You’ve pretty much gotten your life shaped up. You have a decent career, a nice place to live, a loving spouse. Maybe you’re a middle manager with a husband who’s a good guy and two kids who are very self-sufficient, or you’ve got your own business and you’re getting by all right. You’ve accomplished certain goals and have accepted that some others are unattainable. Your life may not be perfect, but it’s better than a lot of other people’s. Anyway, it’s always seemed okay until now.

But something’s wrong. You’ve got so much of what you wanted you should be feeling fine. But the excitement isn’t there like it used to be. Life was supposed to feel more complete than this. Instead the emptiness is undeniable. Have you made a terrible mistake? Have you been on the wrong path? Or is it just all over, and now you’re going to be dumped into a big pile of middle-agers, soon-to-be has-beens? This looks like the end of the time of wonderful possibilities. From now on it will just be more of the same, except, oh, yeah, your health will start declining. Slowly, if you’re lucky.

Before you put a down payment on your retirement home, there’s something you should know. Life doesn’t end with youth any more than it ends when you graduate from high school. All that’s happening is you’re leaving one world and entering a very different one. You’ve simply begun to outgrow the first stage of life, and you’re in the middle of a major transformation into one far more interesting.

You’re in a transition, not a decline.

It’s very important that you know the difference. If you can see this upheaval for what it really is, you can avoid making some costly, unnecessary mistakes and wasting precious time. If you don’t understand what’s happening, you can’t help wanting to go back, trying to find some way to retreat from the future.

But it’s a transformation, that’s a promise. And the right direction is straight ahead.

———

What is a midlife crisis? And are you sure you’re having one?

Try answering the following questions and let’s see.


1. Do you find yourself spending hours at your desk in the office just staring off into space, or daydreaming about where you’d rather be?

2. Do you find yourself resenting the twentysomethings at work for their ideas and enthusiasm?

3. Are you starting to utter clichés with absolute conviction to people younger than you, like “People who live in glass houses shouldn’t throw stones”? Do you ever think, “Wow, a stitch in time really does save nine!”?

4. Have you noticed a renewed interest in playing high-impact sports like basketball? Do you insist on playing with people younger than you are and get depressed if you can’t perform at their level? Do you get angry with yourself for waking up with a bad back the next morning?

5. Do you find that though you’re getting older, the women or men you find attractive are staying the same age—and you realize that now there’s a twenty-year difference? Do you get confused when you look at attractive young people because you can’t decide whether you want to sleep with them or take the cigarettes out of their mouths?

6. Do you search the mirror every night, looking closely for signs of new wrinkles in your face and panic if you see one? Do you read plastic surgery ads and keep a secret file with the phone numbers of surgeons? When someone says he or she has had a face-lift, do you ask for more information?

7. Do you feel—about your career or your town or your marriage—“I’ve been here too long. I’ll never get out if I don’t move soon”?

8. Do you catch yourself in horror giving young people unsolicited advice, saying things like “When I was your age …”?

9. Do you feel your chances to do certain things have passed you by? Do you sometimes remember that you always wanted to live in Paris for a year or to try your hand at show business or modeling or sports?

10. Do you feel that having children has turned you and your spouse into caretakers and workhorses and you can’t remember how to have fun anymore?

11. Do you feel with some regret that you didn’t turn into the person you thought you’d be or have the life you expected to have at forty?



If you answered yes to even one of those questions, consider yourself positively diagnosed. You’re having a midlife crisis.

What is a midlife crisis anyway?

“It’s when you finally get there and find out there’s no there there,” said a friend, paraphrasing Gertrude Stein.

Something odd has happened, as if the wind has dropped and the boat stopped moving. It seems as if the whole thing you called your life, your purpose, has gone into a slump. At first glance it’s hard to see what’s causing these feelings. Your energies and values haven’t changed, and chances are you’re as strong and healthy as you were ten years ago. But your whole world is starting to look different. Everything you see and feel makes you certain that some game you’ve been involved in your whole life is winding down and will soon be over. Everything you saw on the road ahead, everything you pursued and hoped for—success, admiration, love, power, adventure—has either disappeared or doesn’t look nearly as good as it used to.

This state isn’t caused by failure, and it isn’t fixed by success. If you didn’t achieve your goals or you’ve had to start over in your career or your personal life, you may feel discouraged; but even those who did reach their goals—who found their perfect love, became successful, showed the world how good they were, made worthy contributions to the world—also find that something is missing.

“Everything’s so anticlimactic,” said a successful casting director. “I mean, my life’s okay, but I always looked to the future. Now I can’t see anything there.”

“I guess I have to accept it,” a college dean told me. “I couldn’t wait to make it, and finally I did. But it’s kind of ordinary. Just another thing. I guess that’s part of growing up.”

“I just think that the rest is about such sad stuff, getting old, losing your parents, just terrible stuff,” said a forty-year-old journalist.

“All I see ahead is less of the same,” said a forty-three-year-old executive. “Less strength, less youth, less sex, less time until the party’s over or I get too old to dance at it. I love my wife and kids, but I have very strong impulses to do something dangerous, like fall in love with my twenty-year-old secretary.”

“I feel stuck in my job and my life,” said a working mom who just hit forty-five. “My kids are getting to the point where they don’t need me as much, and my career has kind of stalled. Am I facing twenty more years of the same routine?”

You’ve never felt this way before. What has happened? I’ll tell you. Your future just changed. What used to lie ahead was an endless amount of time, full of the magic of potential. You felt that the satisfaction and fulfillment you were struggling for would show up sooner or later.

Well, sooner has passed and later just showed up.

Pretty scary, isn’t it? Well, let me tell you something you couldn’t have known during all your years of building a career and a home. Life until now was just a warm-up. Now comes the good part.

Oh, right. Getting old has its compensations? Thanks for nothing.

I can see your unbelieving smile. Another person telling you that when the good times wind down, you’ll be given some kind of consolation prize, like a gold watch. I don’t mean that at all. The truth is, there’s somebody inside you who hasn’t happened yet, who’s been waiting to come on the scene and create a new life. One that was never possible until now.

Nothing you’ve been told has predicted this; quite the contrary. Every piece of evidence you have shows this to be an ending, the beginning of the downward spiral.

I remember feeling exactly like you, during a few very uncomfortable years when I couldn’t decide whether to fight the tide and join a gym or buy a rocking chair and learn how to grow old gracefully. When I thought about the future at all (which I tried not to do), all that came to me was “Is this how my life turned out? Is this my final score? Is the game really over?”

And then, in what seemed coincidental at the time, a very difficult decade slammed into my life. Years passed. I had jumped on a roller coaster and was careening so fast that I forgot all about my face-lift versus rocking chair dilemma and just prayed to get out alive. Midlife crisis? What was that? I was too busy. I surged ahead with a determination I never had before. Instead of complaining about how hard things were, I started a business and jumped into an impulsive marriage. For a few years both projects burned very hot, but then they sputtered and died out in a series of dizzying events that were painful and bewildering. At the end I was sitting in a pile of rubble, dazed, unable to see clearly what had happened. I had no thought of what could possibly come next. My resources, financial and emotional, were entirely depleted. It was all over. Or so I thought.

But when the smoke cleared and I managed to get to my feet, the most amazing thing had happened. I didn’t feel incomplete or empty at all. For the first time in my memory, I no longer felt lonely.

Most curious of all, I stopped feeling old.

This was completely illogical. A decade had passed, but I felt three decades younger. What on earth was going on? I felt more like the eleven-year-old I once was than the over-the-hill midlifer I was supposed to be. Only this time, unlike that eleven-year-old, I was free to do any damn thing I pleased!

I still feel that way, another ten years later. The more time I spend in this new stage of life, the more my youth looks like a storm of confusion and desperation. I never thought of myself as a driven person—until I stopped being one. And I was shocked to discover how hungry I had been. Now, for the first time, nothing is missing. I still want a lot out of life: to see the world, to meet new people, to write another book, to study history, to keep up with my kids’ lives … many things. But the ache of need is gone.

Where did that hunger go?

When I sat down to figure out the answer to that question, I discovered some very interesting things about myself.

The first was that I’d had a major midlife crisis and never knew it!

That whole roller coaster ride that made me forget the issues of midlife? That’s exactly what it was for: to make me forget! One by one, I looked at what had happened when that fire burned so high. And there was the truth, plain as day. My marriage was to someone so inappropriate even he commented on it. The business was much too big for one person, especially a single parent with two young children. What on earth had I been thinking of?

But when I was defeated and the racket was over and the roller coaster ride ended, it was clear that the whole panic I’d unconsciously felt at forty was a mistake. Life wasn’t over at all.

While I was busy making all that effort to stay young and vital, I had been passing through a profound transition. Life hadn’t been ending. That was a skewed viewpoint, based on the self-importance of youth. I was just passing through a natural transformation! What I found was totally unexpected: I had landed in a peaceful, pleasant place with less anguish and more ease than I’d ever felt in my life.

I think that if I’d known all along what was really coming, I wouldn’t have panicked, and might not have jumped on that roller coaster at all. I could have saved myself a lot of grief and a lot of time. Life has gotten so good since then that I could kick myself for avoiding it for so long.

But why didn’t I know that midlife was just a transition to a better existence?

I should have known. My mother was a great role model. She knew how to follow her dreams and take all of us with her. When she was thirty-five, she got sick of shoveling snow in Detroit and decided to take a look at California. She and my dad bought a trailer and we all drove across Route 66 to California. They decided California looked pretty good, so we stayed. They opened a small business together, bought a little house, and on weekends my mother happily cultivated a flower garden that blossomed all year long. She continues at eighty-five to make her own decisions, live her own life, and enjoy herself. There was nothing awful about the way she lived during or after midlife. Why hadn’t I learned from her?

The answer won’t surprise you because I’m sure you’ve felt it yourself: I wasn’t interested in her life. Maybe she liked her life, but how could I possibly want what she had? To me, she was always old. I would never be. I kept my eye on John Lennon instead, because it looked like he was going to find a way to grow up and still stay forever young. Then he was gone, and we never got the chance to see how his life would turn out.

The truth is, we don’t know how to be forty and fifty anymore. Times have changed, and there’s no one to show us the way. We keep trying to invent new tricks. One of the more recent ones showed up during the recent wave of prosperity, when young people expected to get so rich they’d never have to think about getting older. They would simply buy bigger houses, better cars, and retire at thirty-five to raise thoroughbred horses on their own ranches in Colorado and to ski until they were ninety. Then the tidal wave of prosperity dropped them, and the party was over. Far from retiring to the ageless world of the rich and famous, they couldn’t afford to pay the maintenance on their condos. Bitter jokes were circulating: “Question: What do you call a broker with a BMW and a three-hundred-thousand-dollar apartment? Answer: Waiter!” They couldn’t buy their way out after all. Now they had to deal with getting older like everybody else.

Even the survivors who were able to hang on to good careers have learned that no one is safe. The rules keep changing, you’re assaulted from different corners, you’re worn out from watching your back, and you could be downsized at any time. Expenses zoom out of sight. Forget early retirement. You’re turning into a wage slave like your father—and you’re supposed to call yourself lucky for having a job at all.

Life never turns out the way you expect.

The feelings that descend upon us at midlife have us so scared that we want to throw ourselves headlong back into the arena of youth. Certainly we have no intention of cooperating with a world that’s pushing us into depressing old age.

Most of us—certainly I include myself—are too stubborn to walk away from the game of youth until we’re thrown out. It’s a shame to waste time fighting the inevitable, but most of us can’t help losing a lot of time by being stubborn, I regret the years I wasted, but I didn’t know what else to do. Now I see the whole panorama much more clearly, and I’ve reached a conclusion.

I did a lot of stupid things before I was forty, but I don’t regret them nearly as much as I used to because I now believe that most of the dumb things you do before you turn forty are unavoidable.

But the dumb things you do after you turn forty are very avoidable.

And there’s nothing that will help you avoid them but some radical icon toppling and a crash course in reality. It’s time to stop believing all the hype about youth, love, and success everyone fed you because that hype has shoved you right into “age shock” and even near hysteria.

What is this bogeyman of midlife that’s scaring you out of your wits?

For one thing, we’re suffering from an image of aging that comes from a different time. An image that was never anything but propaganda. Think of those dear old grannies on Christmas cards, happily knitting their way into oblivion. Did you ever know anyone like that?

I was recently watching a video of The Little Rascals, depicting a perfect old granny and a pompous, steel-backed matron, and I said to my mother, “Whatever happened to those old ladies, Mom? I never see them. Did they all relocate to Vegas?”

“They never existed,” she said, “That’s the movies,”

I certainly never came across them when I was growing up in Detroit during World War II. My grandfather, depressed by the death of my grandmother, came alive again in his seventies when he was hired back to work at the “war plant.” My aunts and uncles, in their forties and fifties, went to work in the factories, too. At 3:00 A.M., when they got off work, they’d meet at a local diner for raucous breakfasts that were more like parties, resisting sleep because they had so much energy.

Ignoring age labels was nothing new to them. They were funny, tough, and sassy before the war too. After all, their parents were gutsy immigrants who had torn up roots in Europe to come to America and begin a totally new life with no money and no one to guide them. They came from villages that hadn’t changed in a hundred years to the newest country in the world, carved out a livelihood, bought homes, listened to radios, talked on telephones, drove the first cars, and had no intention of missing anything.

Their children, my aunts and uncles, grew up in the Roaring Twenties, when the culture went wild. Everywhere flappers stunned their staid parents by flaunting sex, cigarettes, and booze, creating a generation gap more extreme than kids with spiked green hair and nose rings would create seventies years later. One of my uncles owned a speakeasy where you really had to knock three times and say, “Joe sent me,” and an aunt of mine opened a sandwich shop at one of the first airports ever built, often leaving the operation to an assistant at the offer of a pilot to take her up for a joyride. They managed a little real estate, had families, made deals. Then they lost everything in the crash of 1929, dusted themselves off, and got started again.

And no matter how old they got, none of them ever looked anything like those grannies on the Christmas cards.

Why did they seem to lack our despair about aging? Because life was never really settled for them. It was always changing, always new. Whenever life is exciting, notions of age just fall away. People act like themselves, not the representatives of some stereotyped age-group.

As a matter of fact, age stereotypes weren’t yet the commonplace they were to become. They got their real start in this country when World War II ended.

Most of us forget this, but something radical happened to our thinking in the United States when the soldiers came back from the war and our views of how we were supposed to act suddenly took a sharp about-face. We’ve been feeling the shock waves ever since. Women and older people had to give up their wartime jobs because the returning veterans needed them. Suddenly movies, which had come into their own as powerful propaganda machines during the war, swung into action again, churning out prescriptions for new identities; they began to portray a “good” woman as someone who took care of her home and her man, never complained or demanded anything, and certainly never humiliated her husband by holding a job. If she wasn’t content with this, she was unnatural and twisted, a danger to her family’s emotional well-being, and she might even have to go to one of those psychoanalysts who suddenly showed up on the scene.

Women weren’t the only ones forced into a rigid role. For the country to get back on its economic feet again, men had to stop being warriors and become stable and productive. So they were pressured into becoming stereotypes too. They learned that a real man is serious and responsible, finds a job, wears a suit, and never lets his family down. And he never leaves his job no matter how it withers his soul. He acts “normal” like his neighbors and buys all the right things—suburban homes, refrigerators, stoves, cars, and barbecues. Then he trades them in for newer things when the neighbors do.

The surviving elders, both men and women, many of whom had been running production in war plants, were supposed to retire and become cute and harmless, or they might be portrayed in movies as evil and overambitious, maybe even secretly traitorous during the war (when the good people were away fighting). The ones who saw through it all, and found this propaganda outrageous, were nullified by being cast in the “old” stereotype: cranky, eccentric, and irrelevant.

Every child who was watching was fed these stereotypes with their morning Cheerios. Their conclusions were inevitable: Originality and individuality were okay only in children, because children weren’t important. Growing up meant facing the hard truth that life isn’t supposed to be fun. Adults settled down, resigned themselves to the goals set by nature (breed, then quietly become obsolete) and culture (do the right thing—however the culture defines that at any given time). Growing up was the end of playing.

This dreary viewpoint, which became so useful in the late forties and the fifties, carried all the markers of its newly useful Freudian origins: very nineteenth-century, solemn, and scientific European male thinking. Very serious. And oppressive.

Too oppressive. As soon as the children of these postwar adults got old enough, they blew the whole structure sky-high. If their parents represented adulthood, they wanted no part of it. It was the sixties, and the only right response to the responsibilities was to throw away your girdle, smoke dope, make fun of the neighbors, love people with long hair and funny clothes, do your own thing—and never, ever trust anyone over thirty. Their younger brothers and sisters, in fact almost everyone born between 1946 and 1964, watched them tear down the humorless edifices of fifties culture with rapt admiration.

Being young was absolutely beautiful.

That’s why growing older is especially hard for your generation.

The sixties generation created a revolution in how young people saw themselves. Where they once had been taught that young people were immature and should listen to their wiser parents, now youth came to represent all that was pure and good and expansive. Age was corrupt and selfish and narrow. The rejection of the older generation was total.

But after a while many of them found they didn’t want to live out their lives stoned or raise kids on a Day-Glo bus, and they began to change.

“We spotted the enemy, clear as day. But the years passed, and the enemy became us,” a friend told me.

Obviously it was time to grow up, but they wanted to do it the right way. A new way. And they simply didn’t know how.

Still, they did their best. Tiptoeing into adulthood, they decided maybe a career and a family wouldn’t destroy them if they were extra careful, and they swore that although they had broken their promise to stay under thirty, they’d find a way to hang on to their youthful goodness and be especially vigilant about never turning forty.

And now they’re breaking that promise too.

What if none of that directly affected you?

Even if your head was in a completely different place, your thirty- and forty-year-old identity shocked you because of an almost universal experience, a trigger that was set to go off by a force more unchanging than any particular cultural era you grew up in (as you’ll see in the next chapter). Somewhere around the age of thirty-six or thirty-seven an odd realization hits you: That’s usually how old your parents were when you first became conscious of their ages.

“I don’t remember knowing my mother’s age until she was about thirty-seven,” a woman told me recently. “But now that’s my age! I’m as old as my own mother!”

No wonder it’s called a crisis.

So here you are. What now?

You’ve got some fresh thinking to do at this point in your life.

You’ve got to push aside those mythical notions of what it means to grow up, however they got there, because this crisis is a fake. You’re not running down at all You’ve barely broken in the engine.

Because the age myths neglected to point out that when youthful goals (competition, the search for love, the protection of children) start to move aside, a radically new kind of energy is freed up. All the effort that was tied up in trying to fill those adolescent yearnings and bend reality to your will is released and now becomes available. For what could be the first time in your adult life, you can use that energy to fuel different goals.

Once reality knocks your illusions out of the ring, you’re going to find that desperation for love and glory went with them. Now those dreams will begin to look like children’s toys—and expensive ones, at that. When your vision clears, you’ll begin to see an astonishing new way to live.

That’s what happened to me when I stood up after my disasters and stopped feeling old. To my complete surprise, I had picked up where I left off years earlier, when I was a preteen. But this was even better because now I had the benefits of my age. It was like being a kid with a car, a driver’s license, and a credit card. Now when I hear people say they’d never go back to being young again, I no longer think it’s sour grapes talking. They just might be feeling like I do.

It’s been said that “youth is nature and age is art.” If art is taken to mean “artifice,” like the makeup and soft lights that are used to disguise signs of age, I disagree. But I don’t interpret it that way at all. To me it means you stop being driven by instinct and wake up to a different level of consciousness—complex, subtle, and intense, loaded with revelation and insight. Art means you see familiar things as if they were new, like an artist sees them. It means you stop trying always to bend reality to suit your taste, and you face your subject like an artist does, with respect and admiration. Your materials become life as it is—not as you wished it would be.

Because when you give up your youthful urgency to control every outcome, you can finally throw yourself wholeheartedly, without conflict, into whatever matters to you. For the first time, all you’re responsible for is what you can do. The rest belongs to fate. The change is so radical and thrilling that you’ll never again regret leaving behind the drives of youth.

Transformations like these are nerve-racking, no doubt about it, but they aren’t endings.

To paraphrase Mark Twain, the reports of your demise have been greatly exaggerated. So don’t sell your business and run off to Tahiti with the baby-sitter, and don’t lock yourself up in a dark room with the TV remote grafted to your hand. Nothing bad has happened. There’s simply a life-changing shift in your outlook coming up. If you stop being afraid, you can pass through this transformation faster than you think and get a head start on your second life without wasting a lot of time.

So, let’s begin by finding out where you are now.

EXERCISE 1
What I really think—the cosmic questions

You’re probably not going to want to do this exercise because it’s a rough one. But I want you to ask yourself some questions you don’t like thinking about. You know, the big questions: Why am I here? Where am I going? What does it all mean? These are frightening issues, and I wouldn’t ask you to drag them up, except you know perfectly well that they’re floating around in the back of your head anyway. So, instead of being alone with them, pull them out, and we’ll work on them together. We need these questions now, here at the beginning of this book, because I’m going to ask them again at the end, and I’ll make you one promise: Whatever your answers, or your inability to come up with any answers yet, your feelings about them are going to change.

Once you’ve read through these pages, I promise you won’t mind the questions anymore. They’ll become excellent tools you’ll want to work with.

So, for the sake of taking the fangs out of this exercise, jump right in. Pick up a pencil, and write the answers down without pausing to think. You may be surprised at what comes out.

The big questions.

Where am I going?

Did I do the right thing with my time so far?

What’s ahead?

What are my greatest fears?

What do I really want in my future?

What do I definitely not want any more of?

What regrets would I hate to have when I look back on my life in later years?

Why am I on this planet?

Take a look at how some other people answered.

Len, stockbroker, forty-four:

Where am I going? I have no idea. Daily emergencies eat up all my time.

Did I do the right thing with my time so far? I always wonder about that. I keep thinking I must have done something wrong, or I would have wound up somewhere better.

What’s ahead? Well, I’ll never be a millionaire. I just hope for status quo, but that’s not very appealing.

What are my greatest fears? That I’ll never find out what I’m supposed to be doing.

What do I really want in my future? I don’t know, but being a broker isn’t it.

What do I definitely not want any more of? Confusion. Not knowing which direction to take.

What regrets would I hate to have when I look back on my life? That I wasted my time. That I should have married whatsername.

Why am I on this planet? That’s the question that cuts the deepest. I don’t know, and I’m afraid I never will.

Gwen, forty-one, accountant, divorced, no children:

Where am I going? Somewhere more pleasant than where I’ve been. Somewhere where I am fulfilled rather than doing the fulfilling.

Did I do the right thing so far? I’m not sure. I probably underachieved to avoid the pain of rejection and failure.

What’s ahead? Sometimes I think it will be new horizons, learning, loving, living. But sometimes I think it’s all going to be the same as now, frustrating with some good times and watching my face get older.

What are my greatest fears? That this is it for me, that I’ll be lonely and forgotten, that I won’t grow.

What do I really want in my future? Everything. Myself to be independent and alive and happy with a mate.

What do I definitely not want anymore? People who don’t know how to love.

What regrets would I hate to have when I look back on my life? That I never found anyone to love, that I never found the right kind of work for me.

What am I on this planet for? To make the most of it. Whatever that means.

Sophie, forty-four, ex-club singer:

Where am I going? Haven’t a clue.

Did I do the right thing with my time so far? Yes, so far.

What’s ahead? Not sure I want to know.

What are my greatest fears? How am I going to support myself?

What do I really want in my future? Happiness.

What do I definitely not want anymore? The last six years of fear and my period.

What am I on this planet for? To discover and understand so I can make choices.

Randy, fifty-two, librarian, divorced:

Where am I going? Forward, but I don’t know what’s up there.

Did I do the right thing with my time so far? No, because I thought things would always stay the same, and now I think I’ve blown my chances.

What’s ahead? Who knows? I don’t much like to think about it.

What are my greatest fears? Death. What else?

What do I really want in my future? Money and security.

What do I definitely not want any more of? Things.

What regrets would I hate to have when I look back on my life? That I didn’t have enough happiness.

Why am I on this planet? Parents put me here.

If some of those answers—or your own—made you say, “Ouch!” I don’t blame you. But remember, your answers just indicate the starting point. They’ll begin to change almost immediately, as soon as you begin to understand where this viewpoint really comes from. But even now I wouldn’t trust those answers too much. Try this exercise, and you’ll see what I mean.

EXERCISE 2
Your changing viewpoints through the years

Here’s a free-association exercise that will show you how your viewpoint has changed over time. You can write your answers on a sheet of paper or speak them into a recorder.

What did the following words mean to you at age five? Fifteen? Twenty-five? Today?

Potential

Someday

When I grow up

Happily ever after

Married people with good careers

Midlife

Maturity

Thirty years old

Forty years old

Sixty years old

Artist

Businessman

Cowboy

The best years of your life

Never married

If you’re like most of us, all those terms meant one thing at one age and a different thing at another. That’s just as true right now. The way the future looks has everything to do with the stage you’re going through.

EXERCISE 3
A glimpse of the future

Now I’d like you to think for a moment about how it would be if this problem completely disappeared. Imagine you stopped seeing midlife as any kind of decline and began to see it as a transition to something better. What would you do differently? And what would you stop doing? Really take some time to imagine this happening. Now write down your answers to those questions. You’ve just gotten a preview of your second life. Nice, isn’t it?

With that promise in hand, turn the page and take a closer look at the biological programming that makes us all, no matter how smart or sophisticated, plunge into a midlife crisis. I think you’re in for a few surprises.


2
You Are Not the Favorite


“I lost the conviction that the lights would always turn green for me, the pleasant certainty that those rather passive virtues which had won me approval as a child automatically guaranteed me not only Phi Beta Kappa keys but happiness, honor and the love of a good man.…”

Joan Didion, “On Self-Respect,” Slouching Towards Bethlehem

“Don’t you think my narcissism is the most interesting thing there is?”

Norman Rush, Mating







The stage is set from the moment were born. We start our lives as complete narcissists. When we’re hungry, we don’t listen to reason; we scream with astonished outrage for food. If our parents are sleeping or busy or tired, that’s their problem, not ours. It’s not that we’re bad or unloving creatures; in fact, we’re loaded with love and affection. But only as long as we get our way.

Fortunately this self-centeredness causes a positive response in our parents. Because no matter how sane they may be on other issues, they’re a little crazy when it comes to their babies. Our parents are fiercely protective, they want us happy, and most important of all, they find us so adorable that they put up with our selfishness with amusement, even pride. Like our narcissism, their adoration is a powerful force for the survival of our species.

And to us, their love seems absolutely appropriate. We figure we deserve it. They smile at us, and we smile back, thinking how nice it is that we’re the most important thing in the universe.

But that illusion starts to fade after a very short time.

Every day, every year of our lives, our cheerful self-centeredness is under terrific assault. As we grow out of infancy, we are continually surprised, then outraged, and finally frightened to find that adults don’t always want to cater to us. Or that sometimes they even get angry with us. Or that they actually love someone else in addition to us! Terrified and wounded, we struggle fiercely against these injustices and pull every trick in the book to get things back to where they were at the beginning, when we were adorable and beloved, the center of our universe with the power to make adults jump to our every whim.

It is this response, our endless effort to get back our most-favored-baby status, that runs our first life.

If that seems like an exaggerated claim, that’s because as adults we have trouble understanding what a jolt this loss of importance deals to the system of a small child. But just imagine you were on your way to work one day and without warning all the oxygen in the atmosphere disappeared for one minute. You’d be gasping with shock, not sure what had happened. And if it happened twice, you’d spring into action. No effort would be too great to make you feel safe again. That’s the kind of impact we suffer growing up, every time our narcissism collides with reality and we glimpse the fact that we might be unprotected, without special privileges, not fate’s favorite at all.

We’re not maladjusted. We’re right in step with the program. We just don’t know it yet.

There’s a biological purpose behind this painful process. The drama of this loss of unconditional love and our relentless struggle to get it back again is brilliantly—if unkindly—designed to save our species. It starts a domino effect that ensures we will leave our childhood homes to find mates, reproduce as often as possible, and protect our children until they’re old enough to do the same.

That’s why we compete obsessively with our siblings for attention. That’s why we walk out on our unfair families at adolescence, in search of someone who will love us as we should be loved. That’s why we try to be beautiful and successful and worthy of being adored again. That’s also why we respond to the love our own infants feel for us—and only us—by falling madly in love with them.

And that’s why we’re thrown into panic at midlife. Because we suddenly realize we’re going to lose the battle.

After about four decades we look up and the handwriting is on the wall. We will not be the lucky ones who have no sorrow, no failures, no losses. What happens to everybody else can happen to us as
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