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    Chapter 1 – “Am I Going to Be OK?”


    The woman who sits across the desk from me is a study in contrasts. Her appearance is professional, sophisticated, stylish. Her clothes come from an upscale suburban boutique. Her hair and nails are impeccably done. But her make-up, which was also impeccable when she walked into my office, is now a smudgy mess. She dabs at her eyes with her third tissue, smearing her mascara even more. The tears just won't stop flowing.


    “I'm sorry, Bev,” she says, apologizing for about the fifth time, “This is not like me at all. I usually have it all together. But ever since Phil died, I can't seem to stop crying. I don't eat. I don't go out. I don't open the mail. I don't answer the phone. I don't call anyone. I don't know what to do; I'm overwhelmed.”


    From our conversation, I've learned that Gloria had a successful career, raised three children, spent nearly 30 years in a reasonably happy marriage, and has always managed to handle whatever life threw her way. But when Phil died, everything changed.


    “I know we've got money,” she continues, still thinking of herself as part of a couple. “We have the house, of course, the lake cottage, some mutual funds, some insurance. But is that going to be enough? I have a vague idea how much things cost, but can I cover all the upkeep, taxes and house expenses, and still have some left over to live on? Will I have to dip into savings every month? Will I run out of money? There's just so much I don't know. I worry about everything. Am I going to be OK?”


    This scene, or something like it, has played itself out in my office dozens, maybe even hundreds of times in my 20-plus years as a financial advisor. “Gloria” is a composite of the kinds of women I most often see. She's in her middle years, having spent most of her adult life with a man. And while she is intelligent, competent and certainly able to take care of herself, the sudden loss of her man, through death, divorce or break-up, has left her feeling lost, alone and just plain scared.


    I find it ironic that women who come to me wanting financial advice so often need help in other areas of their lives as well. So we sit and I let them talk, pouring out their fears, voicing their worries and using up boxes of tissues. Some of these women have begun calling me their “financial therapist,” which I take as a compliment, even though I most certainly don't do “therapy” in the psychological sense. What I do is simply offer to help.


    “Gloria,” like so many women in her position, needs a lot of help, and not just in managing her money. She needs to learn how to manage her life—everything from taking care of the leaky plumbing to building a whole new social circle. It is overwhelming. But what she needs to know is that she's more than capable of handling it. She needs to know that she will be OK.


    That means you need to know that you will be OK. But you've got some work to do.


    Let's Start with the Easy Part: Money


    If you're a woman who has lost her man, you're probably reading this book because the title struck a chord, or someone who cares about you gave it to you as a gift. If so, you've got a lot questions right now, and the most important one is, “Am I going to be OK?” I could say, “There, there, Dear, of course you'll be OK,” but you've probably heard that quite a few times already from well-meaning friends and relatives. If you're like nearly all the women I work with, you need more than that. You need some concrete proof.


    The biggest worry always seems to be money. I say money is the “easy” part for one reason: it's measurable. Money can be counted. Unlike with many other issues, you can get a clear picture of your money situation simply by counting what you have and comparing it to what you need.


    For many women, money is a big mystery and a source of great anxiety. Even wealthy women who are suddenly on their own fear that they don't know enough about money, don't have enough of it and won't be able to live as they're used to. If this in any way describes how you view it, the first thing I want you to know is that there's nothing mysterious about money. You can find out where you stand quite easily. That doesn't mean you won't have money problems. It just means that your problems will be easier to define and deal with than many other types of problems you'll encounter from here on.


    The next thing I want you to know is that the concerns you have about money are legitimate, and you deserve to have them addressed—early and often. For these reasons, one of the most important people you'll need in your life is a good, trustworthy financial advisor. Later in the book, I'll give you some tips on how to find such a person.


    By the way, you're also going to need advice on a whole lot of legal matters, like probate if you're a widow, or alimony if you've just been divorced. There are many good books on these subjects, and I recommend some of them in the Appendix. Of course, I could include such advice here, but the laws are different in every part of the country and such things are constantly changing, so I'd risk giving you information that's already out of date. We'll leave the legal issues for you to deal with later.


    In the meantime, I'm going to give you some guidelines about money issues that my clients have found helpful. Then, in the chapters that follow, we'll explore what has been the biggest challenge for my clients: bouncing back and living a successful life on their own.


    Your Two Biggest Concerns about Money


    When it comes to money, your two biggest concerns are today and tomorrow—the present and the future. I've discovered that my client and I can get a pretty good handle on her present financial situation simply by answering three questions:


    
      	Do you know what you have?


      	Where is it?


      	Why do you have it?

    


    Let's explore these questions a bit and see if they can help you get some insights into your own current financial picture.


    1. Do you know what you have?


    This seems like a condescending, almost insulting question, but you'd be surprised at how many women have only the vaguest idea what their money is invested in, or even how much money they have. And answering this question can often take more time than you would think.


    In order to get the answer, here's what you have to do. Start going through all the papers and files in your home and offices, looking for bank statements, mutual fund statements, stock certificates, bonds, annuity contracts, insurance policies, deeds to real estate, titles to cars and boats—anything that might be at all related to things you own. If you look at a piece of paper and are not sure what it tells you, set it aside to show to your financial advisor later.


    At this point, don't focus on your monthly bills and other expenses. We'll deal with that later. Right now you just want to find out how much you have. On a financial statement, this is the left side of the page, the side labeled “Assets”.


    Do you have a safe deposit box? If you're not sure, call your bank and find out. If you're a widow, you might be required to wait and open it in the presence of an IRS agent. I'd advise you to talk to a lawyer about how to handle that scene.


    If you've been letting the mail pile up unopened, don't be ashamed; you've got a lot of company. Many women do this, simply because it demands attention and energy they're unable to spend right after their man is gone. I've often had women come into my office with a plastic trash bag full of unopened mail and a look on their face that says, “Help”! So we help them. But you can certainly help yourself a lot sooner.


    Whenever you feel you're emotionally ready, start opening that mail and adding financial-type items (statements, confirmations of stock or bond transactions, etc.) to your financial advisor pile. In Chapter 3, we're going to talk about “opening your front door,” which means opening yourself to the world. When you're hurting, it's easy to hide out at home so you don't have to deal with the harsh realities of your new life. That's OK for a while, but soon it becomes unhealthy, unproductive and irresponsible. By not dealing with financial reality, you could be causing yourself unnecessary hardship sooner than you think. So take a deep breath, put on your reading glasses and get to it.


    Your objective here is to give yourself and your financial advisor as accurate a picture as possible of what you own. Everything else flows from that.


    2. Where is it?


    This also sounds like a question that's just too simple. But the answer might be quite complicated. For instance, in years past, most investors in stocks and bonds took physical custody of the actual certificates and kept them at home in a lock-box or in a safe deposit box at the bank. While this is almost never done any more, it's possible your man had such certificates and you don't know it. If they get lost or thrown away, you might never be able to get the money these certificates are worth. So look carefully through every file and drawer and strongbox. If you see a piece of paper with a fancy border, hang onto it. It could be worth something, maybe a lot.


    Insurance policies are also extremely important. Basically, the policy is your proof that the insurance exists. Without it, at best you'll suffer some inconvenience; at worst, a loss of valuable benefits. See the Appendix for a list of companies that will search for lost policies if you think you were insured, but can't prove it.


    Your objective in answering, “Where is it?” is to enable you and your financial advisor to get your hands on your assets so you can take appropriate action, whatever that might be.


    3. Why do you have it?


    This might be the most difficult question to answer because it involves looking at the present in light of your long-term goals for the future. When your man is gone, it's almost 100 percent certain that your financial goals will change, as will the investment strategies that were employed to pursue them. At least some of what you own will no longer be appropriate or even make sense for you to keep. That's why we have to ask the “why” question about everything you own.


    Take my client Vera, for example. Her husband was a very clever guy, and he was skilled at something called “trend analysis.” This is a technique that involves studying and interpreting trends in the stock market so as to anticipate and take advantage of price moves in the future. It's a very sophisticated technique that includes much buying and selling of stocks.


    When Vera came to see me, she actually had boxes full of stock certificates, most of them issued by companies she had never even heard of. Many of the stocks were quite speculative, paid no dividends, and were highly volatile in price. These were not the kind of assets a widow should own, and I told her so.


    “But Steve studied these companies,” she protested. “He knew they were good investments and would be worth a lot more some day. To sell them now would seem like I was being disloyal to him, or not respecting his ability.”


    “Look,” I said, “Steve was a genius at trend analysis. We are not. For him, this strategy might have made sense. But it's not appropriate for you, given your age and stage of life. We'll design a plan for you that provides the steady income you need while lowering your overall risk. There's nothing disloyal or disrespectful about securing your financial future. I'm sure that's what Steve would want for you.”


    Vera saw the logic in this argument and gave me the go-ahead to sell all her husband's cherished stocks and put the proceeds into a portfolio more appropriate to her situation. That was some years ago, and she's still living off the income from that portfolio.


    If you're up to it, you can go through these three questions and answer them on your own. Or, you can get your financial advisor to help you. Either way, I guarantee that when you're done, you'll feel a lot better about your finances than you do now.


    With the help of the three questions, you should have a pretty good handle on your present situation. Now you're ready to look to the future.


    The “Bag Lady” Syndrome


    We've all seen them: old, gnarled women, dressed in filthy rags, wandering the streets, muttering incoherently, carrying all their worldly possessions in a few tattered shopping bags. They beg for change; they sleep in doorways; they live a life of fear, pain, loneliness and misery. They are the “bag ladies,” a sad example of what can happen to a woman when she runs out of money.
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    In my practice, I've encountered a surprisingly common a fear, even among wealthy widows and divorcées. They fear that they will run out of money and wind up being a “bag lady.” Why is that? I'm sure the reasons vary from one person to another, but I believe this fear is largely the result of messages they received, probably from their parents when they were little girls. These messages went something like this: “You need a man to take care of you, to support and protect you. Without a man, you won't be financially sufficient in your old age.”


    Ridiculous? Of course. This way of thinking is not standard any more, and is much more likely to be found among women of the older generations. Yet I am still surprised by how many younger, supposedly more self-reliant women feel this way. How do we handle it?


    I've learned that the best way to dispel this fear is by showing the woman that she has enough to last her for the rest of her life—or if she doesn't have enough, then spelling out exactly what she needs to do in order to be financially secure as long as she lives. I do it by taking all the financial information available—assets, liabilities, income, expenses, whatever—and come up with a single number, something she can understand and deal with, a number that tells her how much she will need to live on.


    Remember I said that money was the easiest issue to deal with because it can be counted? This is the point at which we do the counting and realistically evaluate your financial situation.


    Unlike when we were counting up your assets, the essential question here is, not how much you have, but “How much will you need”? If you're going to answer this, you have to look at how much money you take in and how much you spend. That involves bringing in all of your checkbooks, bank statements, tax returns, credit card statements, whatever you have that tells how much comes in and how much goes out.


    Next, you have to figure out which items—both income and outflow—will continue. Obviously, your husband's income is no longer part of your financial picture, unless you have divorced and part of his income is paid to you in alimony. Some sources of income, like dividends from stock in your name, will continue. If your husband has died and his pension had a survivor benefit, that might continue also. Some of his expenses, like car payments, will still need to be paid. You've got to figure out how you can maximize the amount that's coming in and minimize the amount that's going out. I take my clients through this exercise, which can often be painful.


    Your late husband might have loved that old Corvette he restored and drove on weekends. It might break your heart to sell it, but the costs of insurance and upkeep on it are probably not worth whatever warm feelings that car might give you.


    At the end of this process, as I said, we come up with a number. This number is the amount you're going to need in order to live your life as you want to live it, for as long as you can expect to live. Often, the number is too big, and I have to give my client the sad news that, in order to make it on her own, she's going to have to go back to work, or work more years than she had planned. She might have to sell the house or apartment she's lived in and loved most of her life. She also might have to “bite the bullet” and cut back on her spending.


    Many women are angered to learn that their man wasn't quite as financially astute as he led them to believe. Or his pension carried no survivor benefits. Or the money she thought was locked up in an IRA had over the years been gambled away at a casino or lost through speculation. Such realizations are harsh, but it's better to bring them out and deal with them now, rather than later.


    When you have that number, you can at least make a plan. You can say, “All right, if I cut my expenses to the bare essentials, I can just make it. But if I want some extras, if I want to travel and get some new clothes, if I'm going to keep getting my hair and nails done, I'm going to need an extra $2,000 a month. That means I'll have go to work, at least part-time. So be it.”


    What will the result be in your case? I've found that most women usually have enough, or can earn enough to get along just fine in her later years. And with good advice and proper money management, she has no reason to fear becoming a “bag lady.”


    Let's recap. You will understand your present situation a lot better when you've completely and successfully answered these three questions:


    
      	Do you know what you have?


      	Where is it?


      	Why do you have it?

    


    This involves taking an inventory of your assets, locating them, then deciding which ones to keep and which to sell.


    Next, you'll want to reduce your on-going financial requirements to a single number, which means you must answer this question: How much will I need? This involves adding up all your sources of income and all of your expenses, then coming up with a number upon which you can base a plan.


    Once you answer that final question, you'll have a firm grasp on what your future will look like. In the process, you will have answered the ultimate question, “Am I going to be OK?” And you'll know the answer to that question is yes.


    You have a long way to go, but at least you've gotten a good start. Now it's time to turn to other matters, like tackling life on your own.


    ******************************

  


  
    Chapter 2 – On Your Own, But Not Alone


    By now, you might have already experienced it: the empty feeling that hits the pit of your stomach when you realize he's really gone. And you're really on your own. For some women, the feeling lasts just a day or two. For others, it lingers stubbornly and they fear it will never go away. It's not a pleasant feeling, but you can deal with it positively and constructively. You can make it better, starting right away.


    One in the Back Seat


    Whether you're on your own because of death or break-up, the fact is you're no longer part of a couple. Even if you wanted your man to be gone, once he is, you're flying solo in a society that greatly favors people doing things as couples. Chances are, most or even all of your friends are couples. Understandably so. When you were a couple, you naturally sought out couples with whom you had something in common so you could do things together. That's pretty much the standard arrangement among people who have reached their middle years.


    Suddenly, for you, all that has changed. If you're fortunate, you'll have friends who want to spend time with you and include you in their activities. As thoughtful people, they realize you're going through a tough period and they want to help. So they ask you to join them. But now when you go out together, you're by yourself in the back seat. This is not a bad thing, it's just not the most common situation and it's uncomfortable for some people. In time, it begins to take its toll. Here's how.


    After a while, your well-meaning friends begin to think twice about calling you to get together. Nothing personal, it's just easier, less awkward and more fun to call another couple. So the phone calls start to diminish. Your coupled friends slowly drift away. On top of the loss of your man, you begin to experience a loss of community.


    Building a New Community


    The loss of community can be devastating, especially if you were highly social and active as a couple. This loss is not final, however. You can—and in fact, I say you must— build a new community for yourself. And it's never too early to start. Yes, but where do you start, and how?


    I suggest you start with other single women who share the same experience you're having. That is, they've gone through or are still going through the loss of their man. Such women know how you feel. They've weathered the storms of emotions you're trying to navigate through, and they've survived to help you and other women survive too. Let me tell you about one such woman. Me.


    Always the Smart One


    One of the first of the Baby Boom generation, I grew up in a middle class family in a small industrial Michigan city. My father was a doctor, my mother a traditional, 1950's-style housewife. I had two sisters and a brother. I was the middle sister of the three and we were always known as “the pretty one, the smart one and the funny one.” I was the smart one—or so I was told. Early on, I got the message, mainly from my father, that I was intelligent, capable and could accomplish whatever I wanted. He encouraged me to be bold and confident, and so that's what I became.


    When I went to college, I chose an academically challenging major: mathematics. I loved the logic and the mystery of math. I liked that, no matter how much I struggled with a problem, when I finally found the answer, it was definite. Very little else in my life was that sure.


    I started college at the University of Michigan and quickly fell in love with a handsome pre-med student. We married when I was 19 and moved to, of all places Hollywood, because my husband wanted to do his internship “somewhere that's cool.” He thought Hollywood was cool. So he worked 36 hours on, 12 hours off for an entire year while I went to UCLA. When the year ended, we moved to Cincinnati where my husband pursued his specialty in psychiatry.


    I was shocked by his decision to become a “shrink.” Whereas in mathematics I could find definite answers, in the murky world of Freudian psychology, nothing was definite. But that didn't seem to bother him. At that early point, we had already begun to grow apart.


    When I finished my degree in mathematics, I applied for technical, statistical and analytical jobs at large corporations. Yet despite my excellent grades, I was turned down by all of them. The reason: my husband had enlisted in the Army and had only a temporary deferment so he could complete his training in psychiatry. Remember, this was the late 1960's and the Viet Nam war was going full blast. Using an excuse that is not allowed any more, thank goodness, the companies that turned me down reasoned that if they hired me, as soon as my husband went on active duty, I'd be gone. The only job I could land was teaching math in an inner-city high school to kids whose IQs were under 79. I had no idea how to teach and was immediately overwhelmed. On top of that, I had my first child, Jeremy.


    In an effort to learn how to deal with the problems of my intellectually-challenged students, I went to school at night and earned a Master's in Special Education. Sure enough, my husband was called to active duty as soon as he completed his training and went into the Army as a major. He was sent to Ft. Lewis, Washington, where he counseled young G.I.'s going to and from the horrors of war—and where I had my second child, Jennifer.


    Divorce Number One


    Two highly educated parents, two bright and beautiful children, a future full of promise. Ours should have been a happy family. It was not. My husband was never satisfied with anything. Wherever we moved, he didn't like it. And we moved a lot—18 times in 12 years. All this disruption was making my children confused and insecure. It drove me crazy, but I always deferred to him. I was always afraid to confront him and take care of myself. Since I wouldn't stand up and fight, I retreated. In 1978, I filed for divorce and moved back to Michigan, near my parents.


    By solving my marriage problem, I created a whole batch of new ones, not the least of which was how to support my family in the style to which we had become accustomed. Teaching high school math did not pay nearly enough, so I went to a local university and got an MBA in finance. I figured if I wanted to make money, I should learn as much about it as I could. My parents, bless them, came to my house and watched my kids while I went to school at night. Once I got the MBA, I landed a job in a large financial services firm. I was one of three women in an office of 75. Highly motivated to prove that I was as good as any of those men, I worked hard and did just that. My numbers were right up there with the “big boys.” I was making it in a man's world.


    In 1980, I got married again, this time to a talented architect who in personality was the exact opposite of my first husband. He was relaxed, fun-loving and not the least bit controlling. He let me make all my own decisions about my life. This sounds good—and to an extent it was. But he was so “laid-back” and easygoing, he was like an adolescent who never grew up. Though he gave me a lot of freedom, it was because he was so self-centered, he really didn't care about what I was dealing with. The two of us were growing older, but I was maturing and he wasn't.


    Divorce Number Two


    In 1997, I got divorced for the second time. I found myself on my own again at the age of 50. I began to experience all of the things we've discussed in this book already: the loss of companionship, the loss of community, the emotion of having given up more than I could recover. I was devastated, feeling perhaps somewhat like you're feeling now. The easiest thing to do was to lose myself in my work, concentrate on my family and forget everything else. So that's what I did. Instead of starting to feel better, as I had hoped, I just felt worse.


    As I was “recovering” from my divorce, I heard about a workshop for people in my situation. Out of desperation, I signed up for it. In the course of this workshop, I evaluated my life and came to the realization that it had gone all out of balance. True, I had lots of work and a full family life. But other, important ingredients were missing. For one thing, I was spiritually empty. For another, my network of friends was almost non-existent. So I made a decision to work on those missing ingredients.


    The Search for Balance


    Always “the smart one,” I began to read books on spiritual topics. Through most of my life, I had been an agnostic. I had been raised in a religious family but, up to that point, God had not played much of a role in my life. Now all that began to change as I learned to pray. Much to my surprise and delight, it worked. I was getting real benefits from prayer, like learning to accept what is and not trying to change what I can't control. I learned that some things simply must be placed into the hands of the Higher Power, which most people call God. I felt comfort and consolation in this.


    The other area of my life that needed work was community. Most of my old friends were couples and we didn't stay in touch any more. Since my social life was a barren wasteland, I decided to make a concerted effort to meet new people and bring them into my life. How would I do it?


    Still a member of a support group, I began meeting people, mostly women. Some of them were so stuck in their grief and anger, they couldn't get past it. They just kept going to meetings so they'd have someone to tell their sob stories to. But others, having gone through that stage, were ready to move on, to build a new life, as I was. The trouble was, I didn't want to socialize in the evenings. After a long day at the office, I wanted to go home and lose myself in a book or a made-for-TV movie. Yet I knew it was important to make room for people in my life, specifically the women I was meeting in my group and in my business.


    As for the method, I chose a familiar path. I love to cook and I'm good at it, so I entertained a lot. I invited women to my house and fed them. At that point, I didn't focus on men. I always had a lot of men in my life. I was surrounded by them at work. I lived in a man's world. What I needed was women friends.


    The Girls’ Club


    When our ancestors lived in caves, men spent much of their time out hunting or making war. Women stayed behind, caring for the children and doing the dozens of little domestic tasks that women still do today. To be close to the heat and light, women sat in a circle around the fire. What did they do in these circles while they were cooking dinner, mending clothes and nursing their babies? They talked. They exchanged information and advice. They supported one another and helped their sisters deal with their problems.


    This practice, which is as old as humankind, tells me that women were never intended to be alone. Being together is the natural order of things and despite the isolation and alienation we feel in this modern high-tech world, we women still need to get together, sit in a circle, talk and help each other out.


    In going to my support group, which also included men, I discovered that what was missing from the lives of the other women was also missing from mine: a connection with women of similar age with similar values, problems and feelings. I decided that I needed to form a group of such women. It would be only for women. We would get together at my house. We would eat well. We would talk about and deal with issues important to us. We would give each other what women can only get from other women. I called this group “Just Us Girls”. Perhaps not the most politically correct name, since “girls” is what condescending, un-liberated men call women. But we don't care. We're all still girls at heart, and we can call our club whatever we want.


    I've been told by club members that unlike the women stuck in the grief support groups, whom I'll call “wallowers,” the women in J.U.G.S. are “seekers”. They are seeking to make new friends, learn new skills, build a new life, and the atmosphere at our meetings reflects that.


    Here's an example of a typical J.U.G.S. meeting. I invite from 10 to 15 women to my house. Some are from other, mixed-gender groups. Some are clients. Some are newly divorced or widowed and have found out about our group from a friend. I leave the office early and go home to cook something really scrumptious. When the “girls” arrive, we talk and we eat. Then we have a guest speaker, like a cosmetic surgeon who answers questions about the relative costs and benefits of the various procedures that women our age are tempted to have done. Our topic or theme is always something of interest or concern to women with our particular demographics. In other words, we learn about what we care about.


    My girls love our “J.U.G.S. Club”. For many of them, it's been a valuable pathway up and out of their grief and isolation to a life of connection, renewed hope and positive action. The meetings are important, but even more so are the friendships that develop. Women exchange phone numbers and email addresses. They get together in two's and three's and form deeper bonds. They empower each other to climb back into the world and start living fully again.


    Don't Have a “J.U.G.S Club?” Start One.


    Women I talk to in other cities are envious of what my “girls” and I are doing. “I wish I had a group like that where I live,” they say. My advice is always the same: “So start one.” How? To begin with, I suggest you join a support group for people who have suffered the loss of a loved one. There are many such groups in towns of every size. When you attend, look for women you feel a connection with and cull them out. Ask them if they'd like to get together with other women in similar circumstances. You can expect only three possible responses: yes, no, or not now. None of those answers can hurt you, so you should have no fear about asking. If a woman is not open to the idea, fine. Let her go. There are plenty of others, and when you start looking, you will be surprised by how many you find.


    You can find women for your “J.U.G.S. Club” in spiritual organizations, hiking groups, bridge clubs—in fact, any kind of situation in which women with common interests get together. If you have trouble finding such groups or are reluctant to go out and look for them, don't be discouraged. Today you have a powerful tool that wasn't available the first time you were single: the Internet. Look into it. There are any number of online bulletin boards and other Internet-based devices that people use to make contact.


    The truth is, if you really want to connect with other women, you have no excuse not to. You just have to make the effort. It might be easier than you think. Offer most woman a chance to share a meal and talk with other women about things they all care about and see how much positive response you get. Make sure to find women who are interested in growing, rather than wallowing in their misery. In other words, women like you.


    Your Next Life: Better Than Ever


    Several years ago, Tom Hanks starred in a movie called “Cast Away.” In this film, his plane crashes and he becomes stranded alone on a small island in the middle of the Pacific. Among the wreckage that floats ashore is a FedEx package with a volleyball in it. Hanks swats at the ball and his handprint makes a kind of face on it. Hanks begins talking to this face, which he calls “Wilson” because that's the name printed on the ball.


    For four years, Hanks survives on the island and his only “companion” is Wilson. When he finally figures out a way to get off the island and be rescued, he makes a raft, ties Wilson to it and they sail past the reef into the open ocean. At one point, because of rough seas, Wilson becomes detached from the raft and begins to float away. When Hanks notices this, he suddenly realizes that he is losing his sole friend and confidante, the only face he's had to talk to for four years. In a bizarre scene, Hanks jumps off his raft, his only hope of survival, and begins to swim after the volleyball. The more he swims, the farther away it drifts. Finally, Hanks is at the end of the rope linking him to the raft. He realizes that to get the ball he has to give up the raft. With tears and cries of grief and agony, Hanks is forced to let his only friend go so that he can make his way back into the world, back to his next life, whatever that might look like.


    A woman who finds herself on her own in mid-life faces a similar situation. Your man, your partner and companion for much of your life, is gone beyond your reach. At some point, you simply must let him go in order to put yourself in a position to build your next life. Your old life picture, if it was a good one or not, is no more.


    Yes, I realize your life is not great now. You've lost a big part of your world and have not yet replaced it. At times, the sorrow and emptiness can seem to swallow you. My message to you is that a new, really great picture is possible. It may be difficult at first, but Sister, hang in there. Take the steps outlined in this book, follow the example of the women profiled and you'll have that new picture. It will happen, but not by accident and not by itself. You have to make the effort.


    I know this is scary. But as I tell my “girls,” I'll hold your hand. I'll help you. I know how you feel. Other women know how you feel too. We'll all help you. You might be on your own, but you're not alone. You don't ever have to be alone if you don't want to. You can start over. Your next life can be better than the one you just lost. I've done it. My clients and friends have done it. We are happy to welcome you to our circle.


    ******************************

  


  
    Chapter 3 – Open Your Front Door


    All right, the funeral or the divorce is over. The shock has worn off. The grief is still painful, but you're learning to live with it. You're on your own, in all likelihood living by yourself for the first time in many years. We learned in the previous chapter that being on your own doesn't necessarily mean being alone, that there are people “out there” who are willing and able to help you. But they don't necessarily come into your life on their own initiative. True, some friends and relatives will keep reaching out to you, and if you have one or more people like that in your life, you are indeed lucky. They are to be valued and encouraged.
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    On the other hand, most people will not reach out to you, even if you've known them for years. People you may have met in support groups or grief counseling are not likely to initiate contact either. If you sit at home and wait for the phone or the doorbell to ring, you'll probably spend many long evenings alone.


    One piece of advice I give my clients in this situation is that you have to “open your front door.” Rather than just explain it, let me tell you about some women who have done a particularly effective job of it.


    The Lady Is a Firecracker


    Millicent was born in 1918 in London, the daughter of a wealthy furniture dealer. “Growing up,” she says, “I never wanted for anything.” As an only child, she not only got whatever she wanted, she also had parents who were “simply wonderful to me.” A bride at 17, she continued going to school and was actually in college when World War II broke out. She was evacuated to the U.S. (in a submarine!) and when they got here, she and her husband had to start all over.


    For the first time in her life, Millicent learned what it was like to go without. Rather than be bitter about it, she says she appreciated the experience. “When you always have everything, you never know what it's like to want for things. You don't value them, not until they're gone.”


    When the war ended, Millicent and Nigel started an antique business in Los Angeles. Discovering there was large and growing demand for English antiques, Nigel used his old contacts in Great Britain to acquire items for resale. This required him to travel back there frequently, which he did for many years. At one point, however, Millicent found out that her husband had a mistress in England, whom he would see and often stay with when he was there. Resisting the urge to confront him on her own, Millicent instead contacted the mistress, explained that she was Nigel's wife and that she had no intention of ending the marriage. She convinced the mistress that Nigel was hurting her as much as he was Millicent, so they cooked up a little scheme. The mistress called Nigel and asked him to meet her for tea. When he got there, both women were waiting for him.


    During the tearful conversation that followed, Millicent got Nigel to accept that his affair was over and to recommit to the marriage. They went back to the U.S. and stayed together until his death. They were married over 60 years.


    Today, as she approaches 90, Millicent exudes elegance and joie de vivre. If you have a conversation with her, in no time she'll be calling you “dahling” and telling you amazing stories. Her apartment has the feel of old Hollywood glamour. It's filled with rare and precious antiques, which she has collected and preserved over the years. My daughter recently met Millicent and described her as “so full of energy, she's like a firecracker.”


    That's an apt description because Millicent is healthy, active and involved. When asked if she would remarry, she just laughed and said, “No way. I have the best of all worlds. I like plays, theater, good restaurants. I don't want for anything any more.”


    She surrounds herself with exciting women of all ages. “Age is just a number,” she says. “When we get together, we feed off one another, energize each other, get each other all excited. One bunch of girls would like me to play cards with them, but with painting twice a week, and with five grandchildren and 11 great-grandchildren, I never have the time.”


    I've known Millicent for a while now and I've learned the secret to her success in widowhood. She is a giver. She helps people, bringing joy into their lives. In so doing, she brings joy into her own life. Giving is the key to her happiness. Long ago, she even gave her husband's mistress important gifts: the gift of the truth, the gift of self-respect. That's just the way she is.


    A few months back, I spoke with her about a number of topics and took notes on lessons she has to teach. Here are some excerpts from those notes.


    “Don't accept what life deals you,” Millicent says. “Be committed to a higher value.


    “America is a women's country, unlike England which is still a man's country. Notice all the women in positions of power and authority in the U.S. compared to other countries. Every woman should take advantage of this.”


    As for making it on your own after your man is gone, Millicent advises, “Open yourself to the world. Do volunteer work. If you're reluctant, find a companion to volunteer with you. That makes it less scary. If you're not sure what to do, don't worry. You'll learn what you need to know when you get there. Be patient and listen; people will teach you what you need to know. It's better to volunteer if the work fits something you already have a passion for.”


    Open yourself to the world. Words of wisdom from a grand lady who has made a success of her life by doing just that.


    “Every day is an adventure.”


    While Millicent is like a firecracker, Pam is more like a glowing ember. She's quiet, deliberate, honest and direct. She has the calm confidence of someone who has been loved and cared for her whole life. She grew up in Michigan, Ohio and Illinois, the daughter of parents who were, in her words, “outstanding.” Her father was a workaholic, all business, but kind and gentle. Her mother was her idol. “I would love to be just like her,” Pam says today.


    Now in her late 50's, Pam was married for 30 years to a man she describes as her “best friend and soul-mate.” She helped him battle cancer for three years and after he died, she made a choice to pick up and go on. “My husband made me promise him that I would,” she recalls. “I made him promise to help me from wherever he was.”


    The way she chose to go on was by working at a Christian grief support center. She went to the center initially to get help in grieving her husband's death. “That group, and my faith, saved my life,” she says. So she became more and more active at the center until she eventually began to work there, as coordinator of outreach and special events.


    Pam doesn't make any long-term plans for her life. “I live day-to-day,” she says. “Every day is an adventure. Today my life is rewarding. I'm close to my kids. I have no interest in going back into the corporate world now that my husband is gone. I'm back to being able to say life is fun.”


    Pam knows that her involvement in the grief center and in her children's lives are a big part of the well-being she feels. “A life that's successful is one in which you purposefully hook yourself up with people,” she maintains. As for wondering what the future holds for her, facing life on her own, she gives a small, confident smile and says, “I refuse to live my life in fear.”


    In place of fear, Pam puts choice. “You have to make a choice—to go on, or not. After your loss, you just feel empty, but sooner or later you get to a point where you are in search of something. That's good. You need to find something. You need to choose the direction you will take. You can't just let it happen, because it won't.”


    “I want to be remembered as a good friend…”


    My client Harriet does not look like someone you could warm up to. She has short, closely cropped dark hair and dresses in a severely tailored, no-nonsense style. Her blouses are like men's shirts—white, with button-down collars. Her skirts fall below her knees and her shoes are expensive, but “sensible.”


    An executive with a conservative financial institution, Harriet is a thinker and planner. She's organized, direct and straightforward. She has always kept one eye on the future, managing her money—and in fact, her whole life—carefully.


    Her husband was just the opposite. In their 20-plus years of marriage, he never matured beyond the party animal he had been in college. Little more than a lump in front of the TV set, he had no ambition, no direction, no idea what he wanted to make of his life. He lived for now, paying little mind to what the future might bring. After struggling and suffering with what she called this “overgrown child” for over two decades, she finally divorced him.


    Ending the marriage was a relief, but it woke her up to a disturbing reality. Having lived well outside the city for many years and having focused her energy and attention on her children (including the one she was married to), Harriet had allowed her social life to dwindle to nearly nothing. Now, with marriage over and her children grown and gone, she was alone—and scared.


    Harriet had lost her mother at a young age, 17. But before she died, Harriet's mother had given her a strong, clear message. “When you grow up,” she advised, “you have to have your own identity. You have to be your own person. You can do whatever you want, so just go do it.” She remembered her mother's lessons and decided her salvation would come from friends. So she focused on making and keeping new friends.


    Harriet's sister is a very social person and has friends seemingly everywhere. Like Harriet, she is also single. So Harriet started getting together with her sister and just allowed herself to be introduced to whomever her sister brought into her life. She opened her home and her heart to people of all ages and both sexes. Education, social status, race, religion—none of these mattered to her. For the first time, she began to throw parties and invite people from outside her family circle. Some of these people were a bit outside the conservative types she worked with, but they were “interesting” and helped to make her life more interesting too.


    As time went on and she grew more comfortable in her single-hood, Harriet developed deep friendships with some of these people. Since many of them were younger than she, they helped keep her feeling aware, involved and full of energy. The passion and excitement that were missing from her marriage for so many years finally came to her in middle age.


    When you talk to Harriet, you're struck by her good humor, her relentless optimism and her big heart. “I want my legacy to be this,” she once said to me. “I want to be remembered as a good friend, an adventurer, and a living, caring and supportive human being.”


    She also notices that many women, when they're already hurting, avoid reaching out. They won't make new friends, especially the male kind. They won't take risks, fearing they'll be hurt again. Harriet says this is a costly, and unnecessary, mistake. “You learn from all your decisions, good and bad, so don't be afraid to make them. It's a bigger mistake to sit home and do nothing than to try to start a new friendship and have it not work out.”


    Many Ways to Open the Door


    Each of these women, Millicent, Pam and Harriet, found a different way to open their front doors and let people in after feeling that their world had just ended. Millicent started volunteering. Pam got a job at a support center. Harriet began making new friends. Chances are, you'll find yet another way, but the idea is the same.


    Of course, one way to open the door is by doing exactly that: inviting people to your home for meals, cards, conversation, shared hobbies, arts and crafts, whatever. The important thing is the personal contact. The Club I mentioned in the last chapter is an example. But you might not be ready for that, or you may live where it's difficult to have guests over. No problem. You can also “open the door” with your telephone. No matter how depressed you are, just hearing the cheery voice of someone who's glad you called can boost your mood for a whole day. But you have to be willing to make the calls. Sitting by a silent phone is depressing, plus it's the behavior of a victim, not a vibrant woman like you are, or aspire to be.


    Yet another way of opening your door is through e-mail. Regardless of your age, you're never too old to learn and make use of this world-shrinking technology. I have friends and clients in their 80's and 90's who are carrying on e-mail correspondences with people all over the country and in many other countries as well. Granted, e-mail is not as good as seeing someone in person or hearing their voice, but it's still a great way to stay connected.


    E-mail has many attractive advantages. It's free, or nearly so. All you need is a computer and Internet access. You can get a laptop for a few hundred dollars. If you use your telephone line to get online, it will cost you nothing extra. Many e-mail services are available for no charge. Whether you send your e-mail to the next block or halfway around the world, it costs exactly the same, so there's no limit to how far you can reach.


    You can write and receive e-mails any time, any day—all dressed up, or in your pajamas—with your hair and makeup done, or not. You can send e-mails to many people simultaneously—same amount of effort, same cost. You can use your own name or correspond anonymously. I'm sure you get the point: these days, with all the means of communication at your disposal, there is simply no excuse for you to feel alone. But you have to open the front door.


    Go at Your Own Pace


    By now, you've already gotten a pile of advice about what you “should” do to get past the loss of your man and move on with your life. I've added my own suggestions to that pile. So while I'm advising you to open yourself up to the world and start letting people in, I also realize that you can only do what you're ready for. You can only do so much. Maybe right now you can open that door only a crack. You might want and need a lot of alone time for a while. But I'm sure you'll agree that it's not healthy to let that alone time drag on too long. Soon, maybe a little sooner than is comfortable, it will be time to take those first few steps.


    When that time arrives, get on the phone. Reconnect with old friends and start connecting with new ones. Invite people over to your home or plan to meet people at a park or resturant. Set up “phone dates” to make sure people will be ready and have time set aside to talk when you call. Start e-mail correspondences with friends and relatives in other cities.


    Of course, you don't just open the door to let people in. You also must open the door to go out. You might not be quite ready for this yet, but when you are, take the advice of the women you read about in this chapter. Step out and re-connect with the world. You might not be able to handle going back to a full-time job, but you can certainly handle volunteering for a few hours, doing what you choose to do, on your own schedule. Millicent and Pam both found they got huge rewards from helping others.


    The most important thing is to act, not react. Make something happen, not wait for something to happen. Reach out and ask people to come to your door. And when they knock, open it. Remember, the door opens from the inside.


    ******************************

  


  
    Chapter 4 – Connecting with Your Higher Power


    In Chapter 3, you read about Pam, the woman who, after her husband's death, sought help from a grief support group at a Christian community center. This aspect of her story holds an important lesson for us: there is value to be had from faith in a Higher Power. In her case, she believes in the Christian God. This led her to a group of people who have similar beliefs, who are willing to pray with her and give her comfort.


    But even without those people, Pam feels supported. “As long as I have my faith,” she once told me, “I am never completely alone, even when I'm home all by myself. My husband's spirit is nearby; I can feel that. And there's another Spirit that's always here for me.” This is a source of great strength for Pam, as it is for many women who suddenly find themselves on their own in mid-life.


    The Name Doesn't Matter


    Before we discuss this topic fully, let's get a few things straight. Religious beliefs, or lack of them, are a highly personal matter. You have your beliefs, I have mine, and they are almost certainly different. In fact, if you asked a hundred women to define what “God” means to them, you'd probably get a hundred different answers. I'm not suggesting that you ought to believe in God. You might be an atheist, and I respect that. As an atheist, you might find ways to get support and comfort that pull you through the toughest times. If so, good for you.


    All I'm saying is that the majority of women I've known in circumstances like yours have benefited greatly from connecting with their Higher Power.


    I use the term Higher Power because it's a general term for something that has many different names, including God, Allah, Yahweh, Jehovah, Buddha, Krishna—it's a long list. I know a woman who was raised in a family in which God was not discussed at all. Her parents were agnostics and she grew up without any kind of religious faith. After she was an adult and had problems with drugs and alcohol, she joined a 12-step program. Six of those steps mention “God” or “Higher Power.” Not having any previous definition of this idea, the woman at first rejected it. But the people in her group pointed out to her that, though she didn't have to believe in this Power, it was clear that up to that point, her belief systems weren't working. As proof, she only had to look at the mess that was her life at the time.


    The people in the 12-step group then said that the Higher Power had to be something, anything outside herself. It could be a person, the group, an object—anything greater than she—from which she could draw strength and support. As she thought about it, she came to realize that she could relate to the energy that comes from such support. Being a visual person, she pictured a little baby being held in a large hand. In this picture, the baby was herself and the hand was the energy. The hand wasn't necessarily connected to a white-haired old man like in Michelangelo's painting on the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel. Rather, the hand represented the energy that holds and supports and comforts her. Keeping that picture in her mind reminds her that she is never walking her path alone. After 14 years, she's still clean and sober, so her idea of a Higher Power works in her life.
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    By whatever name and whatever means you can derive strength and support from a Higher Power, I highly recommend it. For many women, including myself, it is the only way to get through the pain, sadness and loneliness that comes from being on their own again. A most extraordinary example of this is in the story of Terri Thomas.


    A Downward Slide to the Depths


    To protect their identities, I've changed the names of all the women whose stories appear in this book—except one. Terri Thomas is the real name of a woman whose life has gone from the very depths of the gutter to the heights of personal success and professional accomplishment. She has allowed me to use her name because her story is no secret, and in fact has been a source of inspiration to others on many occasions.


    Terri Thomas is a beautiful African-American woman with a radiant, shining face. Her hair is stylishly cropped, her clothes are chic and fit well. She carries herself with nearly-perfect posture. Her stance is strong and imposing. She speaks with purpose and enthusiasm. When she sings, her voice can fill a church with love and inspiration. She seems sure of herself, but privately admits to harboring more than a little insecurity. Based on where she's been in life, that's not hard to understand.


    Terri was born in Kalamazoo, Michigan in 1960 into a working-class family. Her father was a plasterer, traveling to construction sites to work during the week and coming home on weekends. Terri dreaded the weekends because her father “rewarded” himself for working all week by drinking until he was roaring drunk. When he did, he became violent, often beating Terri's mother until her eyes were black and her lips bleeding.


    “When my Daddy got drunk and crazy like that,” she recalls, “my oldest brother would call my grandfather who would rush over and break it up.” Her mother endured this suffering because, even though she held good jobs and could make it on her own, she wanted her children to grow up in a household with two parents. And despite the abuse she suffered, she had an underlying love for the man that remained in her heart.


    Understandably, Terri greatly feared her father and stayed out of trouble so as to not incur his wrath. In junior high school, she was a cheerleader, an all-star basketball player and a standout on the tennis team. Then, when she was 16, her father died suddenly of a heart attack—and everything changed. Terri's mother, now the sole support of her family, worked a series of well-paying jobs while going to school to become an accountant. She often went to the library to study during the evenings, leaving her five children at home unsupervised.


    Her father had been the disciplinarian. With him gone Terri went wild— drinking and staying out later and later every night. She dropped out of school and took up life on the streets. Predictably, she met a dealer who got her into drugs (she preferred cocaine). In order to get money for drugs she had to sell her body, so her dealer also became her pimp. Eventually, they made their way down to Jacksonville, Florida.


    It was a tough life. When she didn't turn enough tricks, her pimp would beat her up and make her go out again. She got pregnant and had her first child, Valadd. Still needing to work and still addicted to drugs, she moved into an apartment with another prostitute who also had a child. In the evenings, her pimp stayed in the apartment with the children while Terri and the other prostitute went out on the street.


    Several years later, she again got pregnant. She was so hopelessly addicted to drugs and alcohol that she kept using during her pregnancy. Her second son, Daniel, was born with cerebral palsy and weighed just over one pound. With her son dying in her arms, Terri got on a bus and went home to Kalamazoo and asked her mother to help. Her mother immediately put both Terri and the child into her car and took them to Borgess Hospital. After examining Daniel, the doctors at Borgess realized he needed immediate help that they were not prepared to give. So Terri and her son were rushed by ambulance the 150 miles to Detroit, where specialists at Children's Hospital performed an emergency tracheotomy and saved Daniel's life. They stayed at the Ronald McDonald house for two months and when the boy's condition improved they moved back in with Terri's mother in Kalamazoo.


    “Having been through all that,” Terri recalls, “you'd think I would have learned my lesson. But no. The visiting nurses would come to my Mom's house on Fridays and when they did, I used that time to go to the bar and drink. After a while, I left my kids with Mom and went back to my pimp in Florida. One night, I got sloppy drunk and made the mistake of getting in a car with two guys. I realized the spot I was in and pleaded with these men to take me home because I had a sick child. Well, they did drive me back to the apartment, but not before they both raped me.


    “That was it. I finally had had enough. I moved out of the apartment and went back to Michigan, where I got on welfare and started receiving food stamps. I was done with prostitution, but not with booze and drugs. I spent my food stamp money on crack cocaine.”


    Slowly, things began to improve somewhat. When Valadd was five, he started kindergarten and Daniel went to a school for the handicapped. Terri went back to school and got her GED—her high school equivalency certificate. But at night, she still went to a nearby motorcycle club to drink and take drugs. It was there that she met the man who would become her husband. They began dating and soon moved into her great-grandmother's house with her two children.


    A Spiritual Awakening


    One night, while she was at the motorcycle club, she went into the bathroom and happened to look in the mirror. “I looked horrible,” she says. “Old and sick and washed up. I could not stand to look at myself. Not a minute longer. So I told my boyfriend that I was done with this and I wanted out. He supported me in this decision and urged me to go to Narcotics Anonymous. That was the start of my recovery.


    “After I had been in NA for a while, my boyfriend's mother, my future mother-in-law, took me with her to church. There my spirit awoke. It was as if I had been crying out to God, and even though He was answering me, I didn't hear. Now, at last, I did hear. I gave myself up to God and got baptized. When I did, my boyfriend asked me to marry him. After we were married, I got a job as a cashier, the first “real job” I could remember having. By that time Valadd was seven and Daniel was five. I needed more income, so I got a job in a factory, where I worked for 11 years.”


    While she was working in the factory, people began to notice that Terri had a special air about her. They heard that she had developed “a relationship with God” and so they went to her with their problems. Not being trained as a minister or counselor, she had no idea what to tell them. So she would just sit with them and pray. They would come away feeling better.


    One weekend, she went on a retreat with a Christian women's group. While sitting and talking, she began to feel sad that the women on the retreat were hurting. She heard God telling her to help these people and her efforts did pay off. A woman from the Deacon's Council saw the effect Terri was having on people and mentioned that a position was opening up for someone with her abilities. She took a job there and began an entirely new life.


    Today, besides her work at the Deacon's Council, Terri hosts a local cable television show called “Testimony TV.” On this show, people tell their stories, some even worse than hers, and testify as to how turning to God has saved their lives.


    “I tell my story on TV, and when someone hears where I have been, what I have done and where I am now they know that there's hope. There is an answer, and that answer rests in the hands of God. I love my work and the important role I play with my show. I am grateful every day for my blessed life.”


    Terri specifically asked me to let you know how much her life has changed for the better since she took the position of Executive Director/Servant, helping the poor and disadvantaged people in her community. The early part of her life had consisted mostly of taking—drugs, alcohol, pleasure, you name it. In her new life, she is constantly giving—love, hope, inspiration, help—and in the end she receives much more.


    Terri's marriage has not been a happy one, and she left her husband several times—most recently, for good. Yet she has not divorced him. Why not? Her explanation is simple: “Who am I to throw him away, when God didn't throw me away.” She has decided, however, that she must focus on achieving happiness for herself, and what that means at this point in her journey.


    Your Pathway Back


    Terri's story illustrates that for many women, spirituality can be a pathway back to the mainstream of life. Granted you may never get as far from the mainstream as Terri did, but when you're feeling lost and alone and in need of a direction, turning to your Higher Power can be just the right move. As we've learned, your Higher Power can be God, and it can also be your family, your friends, your community. The important thing to remember is that, even in an empty house, you are not alone. Just knowing this can be a source of the strength you need to get you back on the road to your new life.


    ******************************

  


  
    Chapter 5 – No Matter How Bad You Have It…


    Having experienced a loss similar to the kind you've recently suffered, I really do know how you feel. And it's not a good feeling. Maybe the life you had with your man was wonderful. Maybe it was just so-so. Maybe it was miserable. Regardless, you still feel the emptiness in the place where there once was someone. You still have to climb into that cold bed alone, with no one to warm you. It's likely you still are uncomfortable thinking of yourself as single, even if you became single by choice.
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    If your man passed away or walked out on you unexpectedly, you might find yourself thinking, “Why me? What did I do to deserve this?” If, on top of the emotional pain, you're also feeling the fear and insecurity of a tight financial situation, you might even be thinking, like so many women in your shoes, that “things couldn't be worse.” It's natural, perhaps even inevitable for you to feel that way at some point in your grieving process. You have a right to such feelings and neither I nor anyone else has any business telling you otherwise.


    At the same time, however, you can always take some comfort in knowing that things indeed could be worse. And for some women they most definitely are. One of the great benefits of having a support group is that you get to hear other women's stories and compare your situation to theirs. This doesn't mean we get together for “pity parties” to tell each other how miserable we are. Not at all. That's neither healthy nor productive. But it can be both healthy and productive to see yourself from the perspective of someone who is suffering or has suffered the same things you are and learn how she has dealt with them—sometimes more effectively, sometimes less. In fact, when you hear about how someone has dealt with a truly awful life situation, it can be positively inspiring. Luanne's story is a dramatic case in point.


    “Never go a day unhappy.”


    If you saw Luanne today, you would never guess she had a childhood that could be accurately described as “horrific,” “nightmarish” and “a living hell.” Now in her mid-60's, she has the figure of a 25-year-old. She looks like a volleyball player, which she in fact was in her youth. People have described her as a gazelle, a Ginkgo tree, even a statuesque runway model. She has a full head of shining black hair framing a face that seems to be always smiling or laughing. Her movements are smooth, graceful, elegant, like the athlete she once was. Her figure is stunningly lithe and drop-dead gorgeous. She's dynamite to look at, and she knows it. She wears form-fitting, designer clothing often adding outrageous touches like wide-rimmed hats and “Jackie-O” sunglasses. Luanne is a tall sheath of energy, speaking rapidly and with relentless animation. Sometimes I get tired just listening to her, wondering how she can string together a dozen long sentences without seeming to take a breath.


    All this is in stark and ironic contrast to her early life. When she speaks of her childhood, her demeanor changes. She becomes quiet, subdued, almost morose in her tone. “I have no good memories,” she says with a small shake of her head.


    Her family life was never stable. Her father, who was an alcoholic, abandoned the family when she was three months old. So Luanne, her mother and two older brothers went to live with her grandmother, whom she describes as “a cruel woman who was so terribly mean, she would not feed me or let me use the bathroom.”


    It was in her grandparents’ home that her bad dream of a life turned into a real nightmare. Both grandparents physically beat her and her grandfather repeatedly abused her sexually. When the pain and humiliation became too much to bear, she would, in her words, “leave my body.” What that means is, she actually found a way to mentally detach herself from the real world so that she could feel a measure of psychological safety while she was experiencing physical agony. With no one to turn to for help or consolation, she turned inward, relying only upon herself simply because that was all she had.


    Eventually, her mother had a nervous breakdown and Luanne was taken away from her abusive grandparents and placed in one foster home after another. In these homes she was also abused and certainly not loved or nurtured. “I believe I had a guardian angel,” she says now. “I could have died, maybe I should have died, based on all I went through. But I always had a strong will to live and my angel must have protected me, because here I am.”


    While she obviously believes in angels, I was surprised to learn that throughout all her years of pain and isolation, she never turned to God, despite her Catholic origins. Most of us would have sought help, protection or at least some consolation from the Divine when feeling as she did throughout her childhood. Yet she chose a completely different path. “I don't believe in a God,” she says. “I just can't. What kind of a God would let such things happen to a helpless, innocent little girl? If God is that heartless, I don't want any part of him.”


    Luanne's mother married several times. The story was the same in almost every case. “I watched them do nothing but fight,” she recalls. “I was required to work from morning until night, doing everything for the family while attending school and making excellent grades all throughout high school. Finally, at a very young age, I left home with only ten dollars in my pocket.”


    Ten dollars, plus a lot of grit and determination. On her own, Luanne worked while putting herself through college. Eventually she became one of the first female managers in a very male-oriented business. They wanted her to be quiet and just type, but according to Luanne she “kicked and fought to succeed professionally and financially. Just because you have a crummy beginning is no excuse for achieving less than the life of your dreams.”


    Despite the awful, even criminal treatment she suffered at the hands of her parents, when she became an adult, she actually supported them—for 30 years! For most of those 30 years, she was married to a man named Elwood, a good, kind man. As time wore on, this relationship was no longer satisfying. She summarized the relationship this way: “I grew and he was content to just stay the same.” This was not enough for her, and she left him. Even so, today Luanne and Elwood are still good friends.


    Two bright rays of light to come from her marriage are her daughter, Adele, and son, Roger, who are now grown and living in other cities. Luanne and her children are extremely close and mutually supportive. They talk on the phone almost daily and stay involved in each others’ lives. They go out of their way to see one another as often as possible, with Luanne basking in her children's successes in life. When she talks about them, her lovely face lights up and simply shines.


    With suffering, mistreatment and unhappiness coming from nearly every important person in her life, you'd find it understandable, even excusable if Luanne were angry, bitter and insecure. Yet she's just the opposite. Happy and vivacious, she approaches life as if it were a big game that was set up just for her to have fun with. “I never doubted myself,” she said when I asked her how she got through it all. “I learned to live my life in compartments. I put my sadness into a box on the shelf and just moved on. This was my survival technique. I never felt sorry for myself. Life challenged me, so I learned to create reality from what I dreamed. This was a big, rewarding accomplishment, a big treat.”


    Is she bitter about the raw deal she got? Not at all. In her words, “If I had my life to live over, I wouldn't change a thing. Honestly. All the unhappiness I lived through has actually taught me how to be happy, how to find comfort and consolation in all sorts of little ways. Now I'm happy all the time. I don't worry. I never worry. Why? Because I know how to handle anything. I have handled it and I can do it again if I need to.”


    Luanne has friends to whom she can turn for support. She says that her friends “add richness and depth” to her life. They are her family of choice. In the pain-filled ordeal that has been her life, she's learned to be emotionally self-reliant. “Somewhere along the line, I just decided to never go a day unhappy.” And that has become the mantra she lives by every single day, no matter what.


    It's Not What Happens to You That Counts…


    I don't for one second want to discount any pain you're going through right now. That's not the purpose of this chapter. When you're hurting, you don't necessarily hurt less when you see someone else suffering more. My reason for telling you about Luanne is so that we can all take a lesson from this remarkable woman's spirit, strength and positive attitude. She is the best example I know of someone who was dealt a miserable hand, yet has played it in a way that has enabled her to win the jackpot—a life of happiness, success and fulfillment.


    No matter what you're experiencing, it's unlikely to be any worse than what Luanne experienced from the time she was old enough to walk and talk. Yet when you see how she endured, how she absorbed the pain and turned it into joy, you have to believe that you can do it too. We all suffer, and sometimes we suffer more than we ever thought we'd have to. But the pain doesn't have to beat us or make us bitter. It can make us stronger, better, more independent women. The key factor is not what happens to you. It's what you do with it that makes the difference.


    So no matter how bad your life might be right now, you can be sure someone else's life is worse. You can also be sure that within yourself is the power, the potential, the wherewithal to get through it and come out at the other end with a smile and the resolve, like Luanne, to “never go a day unhappy.”


    ******************************

  


  
    Chapter 6 – The Power of Gratitude, the Wisdom of Letting Go


    When your whole life has been turned upside down, when you've experienced a huge loss, when you're hurting like never before—the last thing you're likely to feel is gratitude. And the last words you want to say are “Thank you.” Yet that's exactly what I'm going to suggest, and there are plenty of good reasons for it.


    At a time like this, when you're feeling alone and vulnerable, you're probably not feeling very powerful. If you've recently become a widow, you're experiencing the loss of strength and stability your husband provided. Even if you've been an independent, self-sufficient woman, the truth is, the efforts of two people are almost always more powerful than one.


    If you ended your marriage willingly, you might be feeling liberated, but probably not empowered. Divorce is rarely an empowering experience. After the conflict, the dividing of property and the (usually) huge expense, most women feel drained, sapped of strength and in need of recovery.


    A Powerful, Positive Emotion


    Into this mix of disempowering emotions, I advise my clients to inject the feeling of gratitude. Why? For starters, gratitude is a positive emotion. It impels you to focus, not on what you don't have (the negatives) but on what you do have. This in itself can, and usually does, make a woman feel more powerful, more abundant, more blessed.


    Regardless of what your personal circumstances might look like, there are a number of things you can be grateful for at this moment:


    
      	You have come through a major loss and are still here.


      	You have a level of health that's sustained you this far.


      	You have people in your life who love and support you.


      	You have your intelligence.


      	You can read and learn (you're doing that now).


      	There are any number of places you can go to for advice.


      	Many sources of advice and support are free or inexpensive.


      	You live in a society in which women can make it on their own.


      	You have the opportunity to improve your financial situation.


      	Local, state and federal governments all offer support to those in need.

    


    That's a pretty good list right there. I'm sure you could add to it. In fact, it would be an empowering experience to take out paper and pen right now and write down any other things you can feel grateful for. Notice that every one you write makes you feel a little bit better.


    Be Grateful for What You Can Give


    After you've completed your list of all the things you can think of to be thankful for, I'm going to suggest one other, and it's important: Be thankful that you have the ability to contribute to the lives of others. The ability to give is important because, now that your old life's picture is gone, you can and should create a new one. If your previous life was “Plan A,” your new life is “Plan B.” Though you most certainly will want to get input from others, only you can ultimately formulate this plan.


    The first question to ask yourself in creating Plan B is, “What will it look like?” How are you going to spend your time and energy? If you need to work in order to support yourself and your family partially or fully, that will of course be a major component. But what about your off-work hours? No doubt there are things you've wanted to do for years, but marriage and family came first. Some things you will do “just for me,” and I encourage that. After what you've just been through, you deserve to be good to yourself, and even indulge yourself if you can afford to. When you're alone and feeling devastated after a death or divorce, it's natural to want such things.
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    Beyond that, you're naturally inclined to want other people to give to you as well. This is fine; you should allow yourself to accept people's love, support, friendship, companionship, sympathy—and whatever else they're willing to give, as we've discussed in previous chapters. But after a while, that has to change. Eventually, you must start giving to others. In building your new life, in creating Plan B, contributing to the lives of others could play an important part. It's only by getting “outside yourself” and helping others to live better, healthier or more productive lives that your own life will grow and expand.


    I've specialized in giving financial advice to women in your situation for many years now, and have come to know quite a few of them. I've noticed that the ones who recover from their loss and go on to live a happy, fulfilling Plan B are those who come up with ways to take their attention off their situation and be of service to their fellow human beings. In other words, they are “givers.” And they teach us one of life's most valuable lessons.


    In Every Adversity, the Seed of a Greater Good


    This book has a number of key messages that I believe will be helpful to you in creating your Plan B. One of them is a point brought out in the previous chapter—that in life, it's not so much what happens to you that determines how happy you'll be, it's what you do with what happens. Napoleon Hill, the great inspirational author, was famous for this timeless statement: “Every adversity, every failure, every heartache carries with it the seed of an equal or greater benefit.” Hill discussed this idea many times in his writings and gave examples of people who suffered a great setback, only to have it lead to something bigger and better in their lives. Among people I've known, no one's experience illustrates this more than that of my client Noreen.


    Noreen was born in a large Midwestern city, went to Catholic elementary school, then public high school and college. She was friendly and popular, but admits she didn't have much time “for boys.” She was a good student, was active in extracurricular activities, and eventually got both her Bachelor's and Master's degrees in nursing. Her parents were, in her words, “the best. My mother was loved, adored and respected by everyone. My dad was a real sweetheart.” She met and married an ambitious young trial lawyer. They had a son. She seemed to be living a storybook life. But in the late 1980's, that story took an awful turn.


    For no apparent reason, Noreen began losing her balance. She would stumble and fall on level ground or suddenly keel over while just standing and talking. Being a nurse, she naturally sought the advice of doctors she knew. But Noreen had one major factor working against her. In the intervening years, her husband had become one of the most successful—and feared—medical malpractice attorneys in the country. His name was known to physicians in every state, along with his reputation for securing huge judgments against doctors for making what they considered to be minor mistakes.


    Because of her husband's reputation, Noreen could not get an American doctor to treat her. After many tries, she finally had to go to Canada for treatment. Her husband could not practice there.


    It was in Canada that the diagnosis was finally made: Noreen had multiple sclerosis (MS), a crippling disease of the nervous system. This news was devastating enough, but it was followed by something worse. During the course of tests in connection with her MS, the Canadian doctors discovered that she had an aneurism, a bulge in one of the blood vessels in her brain. It had to be removed immediately, or she would die. The surgery was performed without complications and she came out just fine—except for the fact that she still had multiple sclerosis.


    Her marriage, which had not been strong to begin with, collapsed under the strain of Noreen's illnesses. Her husband left her, and with the legal skill that he displayed in his malpractice cases, managed to leave her with few assets and no retirement money. She had to go on Social Security disability in order to feed herself.


    If anyone has a right to be angry and bitter, it's Noreen. She suffered the combined pains of illness, emergency surgery, abandonment, divorce and poverty— none of which did she seem to bring about herself. She, like some of the women you've read about already, was dealt a worse hand than most of us can imagine. And yet, when you meet her, you see a trim woman with blonde pixie-like hair, fine features and a mellow, casual demeanor. When she talks, you're struck by how bubbly, energetic, even sassy she is. Her speech is upbeat and positive, her smile is genuine, automatic and lights up her face often. She has a great attitude, exudes optimism and lets her past stay in the past. “I don't really think about it,” she says simply.


    Instead, Noreen actually feels gratitude for her multiple sclerosis diagnosis. Gratitude for MS? In talking with her about it, I couldn't help registering shock that she could be grateful for something as terrible as that disease. “Oh, of course I'm grateful for the MS,” she says matter-of-factly. “If not for the MS, the doctors would not have found the aneurism, it would have burst and I would have died. Life with MS is better than no life at all, don't you agree?” Shaking my head in wonder at her inspiring attitude, I have to agree.


    A genuinely spiritual woman, Noreen says she thanks God for her blessings, despite the difficulties in her life. She gives credit for this attitude to her mother, a relentlessly positive woman who thanked God for everything that happened, believing there is more value in life's setbacks if you view them as gifts rather than punishments.


    “If you have a daughter,” Noreen urges, “pass this message on to her. Bad things happen to everyone, including you. Don't see them as bad. See them as good, as gifts which you don't yet understand the meaning or the value of. But you will, you will.”


    Today, Noreen still has MS, though it's in remission; she's still a nurse and works as much as she can. She also volunteers at her church. One of the chief sources of her energy is the fact that she is constantly serving others, giving of herself unselfishly, or so it would seem. But she benefits greatly in return, knowing that whatever she gives, she gets back many times, in other ways.


    “My future is probably OK,” she says with quiet assurance. “Since I have the MS, I'm somewhat limited, but not terribly. I work, I own my house. Money is not much of a problem. If I run out of money, my son will help. My ex will too.”


    I express surprise that after all that's happened between them, she still has a cordial relationship with her ex-husband. “Oh sure,” she says in her usual upbeat way, “We're friends now. No reason not to be.”


    The Wisdom of Letting Go


    Though Noreen's Plan A most certainly did not end up looking anything like she had pictured, she is now living out a Plan B that seems to be working. In your case, right now Plan B might not be any more than a few vague ideas. It might not be much of a plan at all. This is understandable; it's OK to take your time.


    Noreen suggests I remind you that Plan A, no matter what it looked like, is gone and there's no point in trying to re-create it. Plan B might not compare to your original picture, but that's what you must accept. What's gone is gone. Like Tom Hanks’ character in “Cast Away,” you must let the past go in order to have any hope of creating a Plan B that can be, in her words, “not only good, but great.”


    How good—or great—you make your own Plan B is pretty much up to you.


    ******************************

  


  
    Chapter 7 – Plan B: Victor Replaces Victim


    All right, we've discussed how important it is to accept what has happened in the past, knowing your Plan A is gone and you can't change that. We've also talked about embracing the path that life has shown you—and rather than resisting it, beginning to create your Plan B. We've even considered a pretty good argument for being grateful for everything life has thrown your way, no matter how awful it was, no matter how difficult it still is.


    Now we're going to take one step further. I'm going to suggest that you not only accept what has happened to you, but that you actually celebrate it. To “celebrate” something means to note or observe it with rejoicing. In other words, don't just be grateful, be happy for what is. It may seem a little loony to suggest that you be happy about the losses and pain you've suffered, but yes, there is value in that too, as we shall soon see.


    Victim vs. Victor


    I'm going to tell you the stories of two of my clients: Anne and Stella. They don't know each other, as they live in different parts of the country. But their contrasting approaches to life have taught me the same lesson as if it were one set of words written in two different languages.
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    Anne is an exceedingly unhappy woman, bitter in her attitude and rigid in her outlook. This is almost surprising, because her life has been quite full of things to be happy about. In her younger years, she was married to a successful professional man who provided her an affluent, comfortable lifestyle, a beautiful home and plenty of luxuries. She had three children, who after causing her about the normal amount of grief that kids do, went on to become productive adults who still care about her and keep in touch with her.


    During those younger years, she unfailingly found things to be miserable about, was never satisfied and was rarely even pleased with what her husband and children did. She complained that her marriage was unhappy, her children didn't respect her, she had too much housework and no one appreciated her. Had you known her then, you would have thought life had given her a very raw deal indeed.


    Now 87, she has been a widow for just three years. She lives in a house that is way too big for her needs. She constantly complains the house is too difficult to keep clean, but she won't sell it and move. She doesn't actually “live” her current life, her real life. In fact, she claims her real life ended years ago, when her children left and her husband died. To hear her tell it now, her previous life, when the family all lived at home, was the only happy time for her. She is one of those people who complained about the present, always wanting it to be different so she could be happy in the future. When the future did come, she kept on complaining, saying that she had been happy in the past and could not be happy now.


    Then there's Stella. She has led a full and successful life, balancing her work, the demands of her family and her never-ending desire for personal growth. She too is a widow, and she too has known hardship—more, in fact, than Anne ever did. Yet her looks, her voice and her vitality would make you deny that she could be 85 years old.


    One of the keys to Stella's vitality is that she is part of a group of unusually dynamic women, all about her age. Though these women are in their 80's and 90's, they are extremely active and keep to a social and travel schedule that would gobble up the energy of many people much younger than they. All of them have computers and do online dating. They take tours of the European Continent. They go to theater and opera in New York. They organize shopping trips. They have regular get-togethers in their home city, attending lectures and concerts, then sitting around for hours afterward, talking about the ideas or the music they just experienced.


    Stella herself is unusually open to learning. She reads the classics as well as what's currently causing the buzz on the bestseller list, not to mention her stacks of newspapers and magazines.


    “But I learn the most from people,” she says. Especially new people, who come into her life constantly. Stella seems to be always making new friends and introducing them to her old friends, thus endlessly widening her social circle.


    Unlike Anne, Stella sees herself, not as a victim but as a victor in life. She rarely dwells upon the past, except when she recalls a particularly hilarious or embarrassing event that took place somewhere in her long history. The painful parts of her past she dismisses as just so many lessons she had to learn the hard way. And she actually does celebrate her life, rejoicing in what has happened and what is happening to make life the joy it is for her. When I'm around her, I feel invigorated, excited, happier. Her energy is contagious. I, like so many other people, want to be around her. She feels like a winner—a victor, rather than a victim.


    The Honeymoon from Hell


    Deborah and Jeff were young, healthy, happy and in love. They had just gotten married and were on their much-anticipated honeymoon in one of the most beautiful spots in the South Pacific. Everything in Deb's life was going according to plan. That is, Plan A, which had been written in her mind and heart many years before.


    Both Deborah and Jeff were born on the part of the East Coast reminiscent of the Kennedy family compound. His was a large Catholic clan and hers a smaller family of professional parents. They met in nursery school and by the time college rolled around they were committed to one another for life. Both sets of parents were delighted when the couple announced their plans to marry and have a family—so much so that they pooled their resources and paid for both the wedding and the honeymoon.


    As the romantic week unfolded and the feelings of love and adulation accelerated, Deb and Jeff decided to spend their final afternoon at poolside where they had a private patio and cabana. Jeff was an accomplished competitive diver on his college team and was anxious to impress his new bride. He climbed out onto the diving board and did a beautiful jackknife into a pool which was only 5 1/2 feet deep. He crashed into the bottom of the pool and broke his neck.


    The doctors’ prognosis was bleak. The couple was told that Jeff's 3rd, 4th, and 5th cervical vertebrae were broken and his spinal chord was severely damaged. Jeff's injury would result in his losing all functions below the chest line. The “sentence” was that Jeff would be a quadriplegic for the rest of his life. And he was not yet 30 years old.


    Deborah's Plan A was over before she even had a chance to try it out. Instead of a healthy, athletic, productive new husband to build a family and life with, she did not actually have a “husband” in the accepted sense of the word. She had a man who was physically almost helpless and would be dependent on her indefinitely. He was told that he would never walk, work, or be able to have children. Deborah and Jeff were told that they probably would not stay married either. Rather, statistical studies had demonstrated that the stress and strain on a marriage given someone in Jeff's condition were terribly difficult to withstand.


    “If you work hard, you can do anything…”


    Despite the gloomy prospects for their future, Deborah refused to accept defeat. “Jeff was so depressed and lethargic, I had to pretend that I did not feel his desperation. I kept going back to what my parents taught me, which was, if you work hard you can do anything to which you set your mind.” Deb read every inspirational story she could find about people who had overcome horribly difficult situations but who came out on the other side reporting that their lives were fulfilling and successful.


    Once Deborah accepted that these circumstances were really going to define their lives, she got to work. She remembered her grandmother's constant support of her parents. She would always advise, “Don't worry, work.” Deborah landed an administrative job in a Fortune 500 company and literally clawed her way to the post of Chief Financial Officer. She says that at times, she actually felt guilty about her success because in succeeding, she had to leave Jeff sitting at home. Much to Jeff's credit, he encouraged Deb every step of the way including her developing friendships and spending time playing tennis and running marathons. “At one marathon, Jeff was there to cheer me over the finish line!” she recalls


    One morning, Deborah woke up feeling that inevitable biological clock ticking away inside her. She and Jeff desperately wanted to have a family and began to explore their alternatives. “This is the time when Jeff and I really pulled together,” Deborah remembers. “We met with many counselors and doctors and found our way.”


    With the help of modern technology, they produced a son, Jack, who is now eight years old. When asked how Jeff's condition has affected their son, Deb reports that “Jack says he has never known his dad any other way.” At his age, with Jeff in a wheelchair, he and his father are eye-to-eye and they talk at exactly the same level.


    Jeff has not been able to secure steady employment, although he is involved in several support groups for individuals facing spinal chord injury.


    You might ask why I have included this interview in a book which addresses women who find themselves alone in midlife. Though she didn't experience the evaporation of her Plan A in mid-life, as you might have, Deborah did endure a huge wallop long before she was ready for it. Every picture of her future that she had in her heart and mind was erased. Yet when forced to, she created a heroic Plan B and stuck to it, eventually making a life that is as happy and fulfilling as other fully functioning couples. In many ways her path has been even more difficult in that she has not just been a woman alone. She has been the family matriarch, wage-earner and care-giver, and has accepted these roles with grace and enthusiasm.


    Deborah's philosophy is the motto for her life: “If you work hard, you can do anything to which you set your mind.” There is not a shred of victim in this philosophy. It is pure victor, focusing on what you have and what you can do, rather than on what is lacking. It is this attitude that I know you can adopt. It is this attitude that will destroy any artificial boundaries you might feel are limiting you now. It is this attitude that will spur you on to thrive once again.


    ******************************

  


  
    Chapter 8 – Intention + Action = Success


    You might think it odd to write about “success” in a book for women who have recently lost their primary male relationship. That's understandable. Most women in your shoes are just thinking about getting through the day, putting their shattered lives back together and somehow making it on their own. At this point, “success” is probably not even on your radar screen. But allow me to explain why I bring up this topic here.


    Let's start by acknowledging that men and women view “success” differently. You might have noticed that men tend to define success in terms of accomplishments and possessions. Their accomplishments are the games they win, the deals they close, the money they make, the obstacles they overcome. Their possessions are the cars they drive, the “toys” they buy, the assets they accumulate.


    We women, on the other hand, tend to define success in terms of feelings and relationships. It's important to women to feel safe, happy, confident, “together.” It's also important to us to have healthy relationships—a marriage that works, involvement in the lives of our children, friends we can count on, harmony with our neighbors, co-workers we like.


    I realize these are broad statements, with plenty of exceptions on both sides. Yes, there are men who want non-material success and many women like to achieve and accumulate possessions. But for our purposes here, it can be helpful to focus on feelings and relationships in measuring how successful you will be as you make your way through life on your own. As before, we can examine lives of our sisters who have been successful at this to see what information and inspiration they can provide us.


    “You must make a decision to be happy.”


    Ellen is a woman whom I got to know through a marriage in my family. It didn't take long for her to become a friend. She's in her late 80's with blonde hair cut in a “Buster Brown” style and a trim little body which she keeps in shape with the help of a personal trainer. A non-stop, almost frenetic ball of energy, she has more get-up-and-go than women less than half her age. She dresses fashionably, travels extensively and is constantly redecorating her apartment.


    Born on the East Coast in 1920, Ellen married young and moved to Los Angeles when her husband, a physician, decided to build his practice there. Though she had a good life, she has had more than her share of heartbreak—including seven miscarriages. Rather than dwell on all these losses, she instead focuses on the one daughter who survived and who has become a source of great support and help since Ellen's husband died. She's also suffered a stroke that has slowed her down some, but she says with a twinkle in her eye that she will be back to 100 percent before you know it.


    “Concentrate on what you have, not on what you've lost,” she advises. “You have to take the time and make the effort to stretch outside your comfort zone. You can't wait for the phone to ring. Eventually, people give up on you.”


    Ellen certainly does not sit and wait for the phone to ring. If anything, she keeps other people's phones ringing. She is the leader and organizer of a group of women, all in their 80's, who are very much alive, passionate and involved. Some of them work, some of them date, and all of them make it a point to celebrate every good occasion. “Hey, at my age, you don't know how many more good things you'll have to celebrate. If one of us has a grandson who graduates from college on the other side of the country, that's reason enough for a party. So we have one.”


    Ellen fills every moment of every day. She bounds out of bed in the morning and hits the floor running. She spends time on her many hobbies: painting, writing poetry, knitting and interior design. She's active in political, social and charitable organizations. She entertains constantly—too much, her daughter says—so her day is often filled with shopping, planning and preparing for guests. A key ingredient of Ellen's successful life is her insatiable interest in people. She fills her home—and her life—with all kinds of people, asking them about their work, their families, their hopes and dreams.


    “If you want your life to be full,” she says, “you simply must focus on others, learn about them, get interested in them. If not, well that's a recipe for being alone and lonely.”


    Ellen told me that most of the women she's known have the attitude that whether you're happy or not depends on what happens to you. Not true, she says. “To have a happy, successful life, you must make a decision to do so.” She goes on to point out that this is a decision she and her friends make again and again, every day.


    “Your intention must be accompanied by action.”


    Rhoda, a client of mine, is a woman who has come to the same conclusions that Ellen has, though by a completely different route. Her story is the stuff that Hollywood movies are made of.


    Born in Czechoslovakia in the early 1920's, Rhoda was the eldest of three girls in a progressive-thinking Jewish family. Unlike most men at the time, Rhoda's father believed his daughters should have a strong education. He felt that if his daughters had a profession, that would serve as his “dowry” for them when it came time for them to be married. While in secondary school, at the age of 17, Rhoda met David, a fellow student, and fell in love. They soon married, but again, unlike most other girls at the time, she finished her university education rather than quitting and starting to have children.


    By the time Rhoda finished her degree, World War II had begun and life got very bad for everyone in Czechoslovakia, especially the Jews. Her parents and her husband were taken to Auschwitz, where Jews were being gassed to death by the thousands. Based on the rumors about what went on there, she never expected to see her loved ones again. She had to find a way to survive. With the help of some neighbors, Rhoda and her two sisters were able to obtain some false papers so they could live as Christians. Thus they began leading secret lives. So as to not draw attention to themselves, they worked at menial jobs even though they had university educations. Rhoda worked in a perfume factory, putting labels on bottles and trying not to be noticed.


    Even so, one day Nazi soldiers came to her door, arrested her and took her to a local prison. There they tortured her with electric shocks, demanding that she confess to being a member of the Resistance underground, as they suspected. She knew that “confessing” would only give the Nazis a reason to execute her, so she kept quiet, suffered and endured. She eventually bribed her way out of the prison using a pair of diamond earrings that she had sewed into the lining of her underwear.


    After the war ended, Rhoda got a job assisting concentration camp survivors, getting them food and shelter. One day, she looked up from her work and there, standing before her was the emaciated, half-starved shell of a man who had been arrested and taken away years before. It was her husband, David. Her parents had been gassed, but David, who was young and could work, had survived.


    In 1948, realizing how little opportunity there was for them in Europe, Rhoda and David emigrated to the United States, where he had some family. After a while, David had occasion to visit California. When he returned home to Rhoda, he announced that he had “found paradise” and wanted to move there. So they did.


    Making use of their university degrees, Rhoda and David both found professional work: she teaching Hebrew and he as a school principal. While holding down these jobs, they also bought several in-patient homes for the mentally disabled. For years, they worked from 5:00 AM to midnight, struggling to make the convalescent homes profitable as well as keeping up the responsibilities of their regular jobs.


    When David died suddenly at the age of 73, Rhoda decided to sell the homes, but not to stop working. She immediately got a job teaching Spanish. She also continued to run the convalescent homes as an employee, rather than an owner, just to make sure they would be profitable for the people who had bought her out.


    “I believe that being busy and moving on with my life saved my life,” Rhoda says. “Keeping your brain exercised is the key. The brain is a muscle which atrophies if not used.” Yes, I know the brain is not a muscle, but I also know better than to argue with Rhoda.


    Muscle or not, her brain gets a lot of exercise. She is very interested in politics and gives generously of her time and money to causes she believes in. She is a member of a Hungarian charity group and a creative arts organization. She reads voraciously and loves Vanity Fair, Newsweek and the New York Times.


    Rhoda says she does not allow negative thoughts to stay in her head. “I don't dwell on bad things, but rather focus on all the wonderful gifts I have in my life today.” When I told her I was writing a book for women who find themselves on their own in mid-life, she told me to advise my readers to always stay in action. “It's important to have the right intention. You need to have a good idea of what you want to do, or at least how you want to feel. But your intention must be accompanied by action. Even the best intentions amount to nothing but air unless you take action on them.”


    What Does “Success” Mean to You?


    In this chapter we've looked at how men and women define success differently. We've seen how two very different women made successes of their lives and their widowhood by actualizing their intentions with action. Now comes an important question: How will you define your success? By counting your achievements and possessions, as most men do? By focusing on your feelings and relationships, as most women do? Or in some completely different way that's unique to you?
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    Regardless of what success means to you, the lesson we've learned from the women whose lives we've seen is clear: Make a decision, form an intention and then take the appropriate action. Let's say you make a decision to go back to work—but as a volunteer, not for the money. That's step one. Next, you form the intention to help people in some sort of need. That's step two, and it's admirable. But it amounts to, in Rhoda's words, “nothing but air” unless you get up and start doing something about it. Start your research. Make phone calls. Go out on interviews. Meet the people you'll be working with. Learn new skills. Get up to speed on the latest technology. Action. That's what will propel you into your next life—a life that can be full of challenge and fulfillment, happiness and success.


    My friend Ellen, the nearly-90 dynamo, sums it up best: “It's important to believe that there is something you can do right now to make your life better. You can have any life you want. But you have to go get it. You can't sit at home and wait for the life you want to come to you. It takes effort. It takes action. It takes commitment.”


    And finally, the most important question of all: What's keeping you from taking action right now?


    ******************************

  


  
    Chapter 9 – You Can Always Take Care of Yourself


    Old ideas die hard. One very old idea that refuses to die is the notion that a woman needs a man to take care of her, especially in her later years. “Take care of” usually means that a man will support her financially. We know where this idea came from. It's a relic of the days when women's roles were strictly defined: housewife, mother, nursemaid. For her part, a woman was expected to take care of her entire family, husband included, by cooking for them, keeping a clean house, caring for them when they got sick and performing a host of other wifely and motherly duties.


    For generations, women were not allowed to work, or if they were, it was at jobs that paid so little, the women could not hope to support a family. That was the man's role. Even the highly celebrated “Rosie the Riveter” of World War II was expected to lay down her riveting gun and put her apron back on when her husband came home. Which, for the most part, she did.


    I say “for the most part” because not all women went back to filling traditional roles after the war. Many of them liked working, liked the freedom and financial rewards of full-time “men's work.” So they stayed in the work force and as the economy grew in the 1950s and 1960s, they took jobs with even more pay and responsibility. “Career girl” became an acceptable choice for a young woman to make.


    Acceptable, yes, but only to a point. Career girl or not, a young woman was expected to eventually get married, have children and revert to her traditional roles as she matured. Thus developed the ironic situation in the second half of the last century in which women graduated from college, had professional careers and still found themselves financially dependent on a man, at least partly, in their middle and later years. When a woman in this situation loses her man, she feels the uncertainty and insecurity of suddenly having to take care of everything herself.


    I've had a number of smart, capable women come into my office and profess that they were lost and unsure about what to do—even though they had spent years in professional, even managerial careers. These are women who balance multimillion-dollar budgets, do microbiology research, supervise dozens of workers—and yet wonder how they will ever be able to take care of themselves as they age.


    This is not the case with all women. Many widows and divorcées are more than capable of taking care of themselves and eventually they do. It's just the first few weeks and months of loss and uncertainty that are the most difficult to get through. But with the right attitude and the right kinds of support, you will get through it all just fine. Let me tell you about a few of my favorite clients.


    “I'm always in control.”


    When she was just a little girl, Geraldine suffered the loss of her mother, Lucille, who died unexpectedly at a young age. When she died, Lucille was still quite attractive and her husband was still very much in love with her. But with his wife gone and a little girl to raise, Geraldine's father got married again.


    Her new stepmother realized that her husband loved and missed his first wife, and being insecure, she became extremely jealous. She removed all of Lucille's pictures from the walls and mantel. She got rid of all her clothes, personal mementos, anything that would remind her husband of the one who was gone.


    Unfortunately for Geraldine, she looked a great deal like her late mother. Her father often remarked about how much she reminded him of Lucille, and how when he looked at his daughter, he missed her mother even more. This infuriated the stepmother, who abused the little girl emotionally and physically, making her life a living hell. When she complained of the abuse to her father, he refused to believe it, not wanting to confront his new wife and make her even more jealous by taking Geraldine's side. Thus, at an age when most little girls are feeling secure and taken care of, Geraldine felt alone and unsupported in her own home.


    As soon as she turned 18, Geraldine got a job and rented an apartment. A high school graduate with few marketable skills, she began waiting tables and working at other low-paying jobs, just to be able to pay her bills. She worked brutally long hours, some days going from one job to another with just an hour or two of rest. It was hard, but she was on her own and not dependent on anyone.


    Today, Geraldine's husband is gone and her children live in another city, so she's back on her own again. But the attitude that kept her going at 18 is still very much a part of her. “If you're not dependent on someone else,” Geraldine says, “you're less likely to worry. You're more in control of your life and your future. As for me, I'm always in control.” Throughout her married life, she clung to these ideas and though she was financially dependent for many years, she knew that when she had to, she could be independent again.


    Geraldine does not have a lot of money, but she does have a lot of strength and an independent will. Her mantra is, “You can always take care of yourself,” and she lives it.


    “You do what you have to do.”


    Deborah, on the other hand, never took care of herself—until she was forced to. Married at a young age, Deborah quickly had two daughters and like a good, traditional woman, made her family the most important part of her life. Her husband was not particularly ambitious and he made barely enough for them to get by. Eventually, Deborah had to get a job with a municipal government to augment her husband's meager income. But her job was little more than a clerical position and paid less than a full-time wage. Though her husband didn't provide all that much, she was still dependent on him financially.


    Deborah's marriage wasn't much either. Her husband was chronically unhappy and criticized her for being plain and not particularly attractive. Deborah looked and felt depressed most of the time. After a dozen years or so, he finally left her, which was both good and bad. It was good to be done with an unhappy marriage, but it was bad because Deborah knew her husband could not be counted on to contribute to her and her daughters’ support. He rarely, if ever, kept up with his court-ordered payments.


    Like it or not, Deborah had to step up and become the primary breadwinner. She applied for, and got, a better-paying position with more responsibility in another municipal department. She worked hard, throwing herself into her new job and in time, slowly climbed her way up the ladder. The new job involved a lot of politics and maneuvering, which she hated. The work was more difficult than her former duties had been, but she had bills to pay and mouths to feed, so she did it. Her attitude was simple and practical: “You do what you have to do,” she often said.


    Today Deborah has a professional-level position with the county in which she lives. She's raised her daughters and sent them off to college. She hasn't remarried and doesn't plan to, now that she knows she doesn't need a man to take care of her. If she could do this, so can any woman. And that includes you.


    Who Says It's a Man's World?


    The third story I want to share with you in this chapter is from my own life. My mother, now in her late 80s, was very much the traditional woman. She was a wife and mother. She didn't work outside the home. The messages she gave me were all the standard ones about how, sooner or later, I would need a man to take care of me.


    My father, on the other hand, gave me a completely different message. He said I could do whatever I wanted and if I needed to, could take care of myself. I took both those messages with me into adulthood, and with my father's encouragement, got my bachelor's degree in math—at the time, a “man's subject.” When I went looking for work in the corporate environment, even though it was the supposedly-liberated 1960s, I found the job market was still quite traditional. The jobs I sought were perceived to be men's jobs, and I couldn't get hired. So I went into teaching, traditionally a woman's profession.


    After I had been teaching about 10 years and my first marriage was ending, I realized that if I was going to support myself in the style to which I had become accustomed, I would need to make a lot more money. So I entered an MBA program and got my degree in 1980. Again, I sought work in a “man's profession,” financial services. But in the previous dozen years or so, the work world had changed a lot, and so had I. This time I was able to land a job with a big financial services firm, selling stocks and bonds to executives and business owners, most of whom were men. I got a lot of negative reactions, both from men I worked with and from those I called upon. I had a lot of difficulty being accepted, often for no reason other than that I wore skirts.


    Was I scared? You bet. Did I show it? Never.


    Was I confident? Not a bit. Did I act confident? Always.


    Remember playing “pretend” when you were a little girl? I used to love to play and I pretended all kinds of marvelous scenarios in my imagination. As a mature woman, trying to succeed in the business world, I found that simply by pretending to be confident, I came across as poised and sure of myself, even when I was trembling inside. As a result, I was able to become reasonably successful doing what used to be called a man's job in what used to be called a man's world. Eventually, I did well enough to go independent and today I own my company and have all the financial freedom anyone, woman or man, could want.


    The Lesson of the Messages
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    When we're growing up, we all get messages—mostly from our parents, but also from relatives, teachers, counselors, the media and society at large. We have little control over the content of these messages. They are what they are. But we have a great deal of control over whether we accept them or not.


    A mother says to a little girl, “You must be sure to catch and keep a man because you need someone to take care of you.” She can accept that message and spend the rest of her life helpless and dependent. Or she can reject that message and spend her life proving she's strong and independent. In either case, she is the product of the messages that she was given early on.


    In this book, you've read about women who were raised with widely varying messages, and you've seen what they did with those messages. In your own life, you've swallowed a lot of what you were fed, but you also spit out a lot that was distasteful. Even if you've accepted and lived by your parents’ messages all your life up to now, you can still reject them and re-frame your life the way you want it to be.


    From my own experience, and from the experiences so many of my women clients have shared with me, here are some messages that I now know to be true. These are messages I urge you to consider in making your own plans, and in advising your daughters and granddaughters.


    First, today a woman can do virtually anything a man can do. There used to be a few professions, like priest or rabbi, that women couldn't do, but now even those are open to both sexes (in some sects). Doctor, lawyer, judge, firefighter, astronaut, combat pilot—name me a “man's job” and I'll show you a woman somewhere who's doing it. From this day on, resolve that neither you nor your daughters will allow yourself to be stopped by someone who tries to tell you a woman can't do a particular job.


    Second, when compared to other countries, America is the land of opportunity for women. Look at the situation in Japan, China and many European countries and you find that women in the U.S. have many more doors open to them, with new ones opening all the time. My clients who came from other countries often point this out to me. True equality is not here yet, but we are working on it. In the meantime, we in America have become so used to the great strides we've made that we lose sight of how different things were not too many years ago—and how different they still are in supposedly “developed” countries.


    You have a lot of life ahead of you. Right now the thought of living that life on your own, making a living, dealing with all your problems, may feel overwhelming. Can you handle it? When you're feeling lonely, when you're broke and can't see much to be hopeful about on the horizon, remember the lives of the women in this book. And remember the message their lives illustrate: you can always take care of yourself.


    ******************************

  


  
    Chapter 10 – How to Build Your Support Team


    In the last chapter, we looked at how important it is for you to take action. But if you are to become successful as a single, what are the best courses of action to take? If I can help you come away from this book with some clear and workable answers to that question, I will have achieved at least one of my purposes in writing it.


    The Importance of Community


    Earlier we talked about how, after your man has gone, you inevitably will experience a loss of community, and how important it is to begin building a new one. I told you about my J.U.G.S. Club and suggested you find or start a group like that. Whether you choose to go that route or not, you are still going to want to contact a lot of different people: family, old friends, other women in your situation—the list can get pretty long. How can you do this? Of course, there's the phone, many a woman's best friend. But one of the easiest and most efficient ways to build community nowadays is with the help of the Internet, specifically e-mail.


    Whether you are Internet-savvy or not, you have to admit that this electronic Magic Kingdom has made it easier than ever for people to stay in touch. You might have been raised in an era when folks wrote letters and notes, put them into envelopes and sent them in the mail. If you want to continue doing that, fine. But you will miss out on a lot. Besides exchanging messages, you and your Internet penpals can e-mail each other articles, recipes, photos, videos, just about anything that can be converted into little electronic blips. What makes e-mail even more efficient is that you can send the same message, photo, article, etc. to more than one person at a time, with little extra effort and at absolutely no extra cost. Even if you count the telephone, with the Internet you have no more powerful tool at your disposal for building community with ease and in the comfort of your own home.


    You remember the “Open Your Front Door” theme from Chapter 3. Well, “logging on” is a twenty first century version of that idea. And getting together online is a twenty first century version of community. So if you haven't fully arrived in this century yet, now is the time to do so.


    You say you don't have a computer and don't know how to use one? Then you've got a good first item for your “take-action” list. Computer classes are given just about everywhere: community colleges, adult education centers, computer stores—just look; you'll find them. At such classes, you're likely to meet people in the same boat as you are. Chances are pretty good that they'll even be close to your age. You'll get acquainted with them. Some might even become friends. Your community will start to expand right there.


    Once you have your computer and start to find your way around the Internet, you will be astounded, maybe even overwhelmed by what is out there and available to you with just a few key strokes and mouse clicks. For anything you could possibly be interested in, there is a group of people with similar interests who connect over the Internet. It's a safe and anonymous (if you choose) way to meet new people, form clubs, share information and just plain have fun.


    The important thing is, by “opening your front door” in this way, you are taking positive steps to build a new community, a new life. Remember the advice of my friend Ellen in the previous chapter: “It's important to believe that there is something you can do right now to make your life better. You can have any life you want. But you have to go get it.”


    Choose Your Professional Advisors Carefully


    Having the support of friends and family is great, but these people can only help in limited ways. At some point, you're probably going to need the help and advice of professionals. The most important of these, at least in the beginning are an attorney, a psychological counselor and a financial advisor.


    Choosing an Attorney


    Selecting an attorney is extremely important at this time of your life, as you might have learned already. Advising you how to choose a good attorney is outside the scope of this book. But in the appendix, I've recommended some books that do a good job of addressing the legal issues faced by a newly-single woman and give some sound advice about making this important choice. In addition to these sources, you can also try the Internet.


    Choosing a Counselor


    I'm not going to suggest that, just because you've lost your man and are going through a rough time emotionally, you should run off and see a therapist. You might not need one. A support group or the loving attention of friends or family might be all the help you need. After all, people suffered through deaths and divorces for centuries before psychology was invented and they survived just fine.


    You might recall my mentioning earlier that some of my clients call me a “financial therapist” because they come to me for financial advice, but they wind up talking about their feelings a lot more than their money. That's fine with me. I just listen. I let them cry and voice their fears. Of course, I don't do psychotherapy (I'm not licensed for it) and I don't want to. So when a new client starts talking about the difficulties she's having emotionally and I see she needs more than just a sympathetic ear, I often advise her to seek counseling.


    How you choose a counselor is a very personal process. Of course, you'll want to ask for referrals. Someone among your friends or family is almost certain to have a therapist they can recommend. If not, your clergyman/clergywoman can often be of help. Then there's the Internet again. It can help with this search, too.


    A key factor in choosing the right counselor for you is personal “chemistry.” How do you like her? Are you comfortable with her? Do you find it easy to talk to her? Do you get good “vibes” from her office? Virtually every counselor I know will let you come in and talk for a few minutes at no charge to see if you have the right chemistry for a professional relationship. Don't make this decision hastily. Remember, you'll be telling this person a lot of intimate details about your life. You'll be putting yourself in a vulnerable position and you'll be spending a good deal of money, so you must be able to trust her.


    There are no limits to what issues you can address with a therapist, and what you talk about is pretty much up to you. I'm going to suggest, however, that you ask your therapist for help in answering this key question: What's important to you?


    At this time in your life, you'll be making a lot of significant changes. Some of them you won't want to make, some you will. Many women find that, after their man is gone, much of what they did was only to accommodate him. Or that much of what they wanted to do never happened because their man didn't want to. Now that you're on your own, you have the opportunity, maybe for the first time in your life, to have things entirely your way, without compromising. Which leads back to the question, What's important to you?


    With the help of your counselor, play “What if?” That is, paint a picture of what you want your new life to look like. What do you love to do? Where would you love to go? What would you love to buy?


    Let's take the issue of work, for example. Now that you're on your own, your financial picture has probably changed significantly. Do you still need to work? If not, that doesn't automatically mean you should quit your job. Staying where you are can be comforting, a rock of stability in a much-changed landscape. If you aren't crazy about your current job, this can be your opportunity to change careers, or work at something just for the psychological rewards, rather than the money. What's important to you?


    What about getting away? If you don't need to work right now and have always wanted to spend, say, a month in Tuscany or a year in Provence, why not do it now? Maybe you've always wanted to tour the National Parks. Or drive coast-to-coast in no particular hurry. Without a man pushing you to roll up a certain number of miles every day, this might be a highly enjoyable experience! What's important to you?


    A counselor can also help you answer the question, “What don't you love?” Like visiting your former in-laws, for instance. Or going to hockey games. This can be a time in which you gratefully let go of some things in your old life that you endured for your man's sake, or just plain endured. A lot of women find this to be a most liberating experience. Keep what you like, get rid of what you don't. It all depends on what's important to you.


    Choosing a Financial Advisor


    This is the area in which I feel most qualified, since I am a financial advisor and I specialize in helping women who have lost their man in mid-life. I've learned through experience that the financial area is where many women make their biggest mistakes—often costing them more than they can afford.


    The first big mistake is to automatically keep doing business with the same advisor you did when you and your man were together. I'm not saying that you should switch. I'm saying that you should not assume that your current advisor is necessarily the best for you just because he was doing what your man considered satisfactory. Let me illustrate with Katherine's story.


    Katherine was widowed in her mid-50's. A graying, overworked high school teacher, she was hoping to retire early with the help of a small pension, plus income from investments. She and her husband had done fairly well financially, and after his death she was left with about a million dollars in invested assets. Her financial advisor, who had previously dealt only with her husband, called her in to discuss how her financial strategy would change now that she was on her own. In the past, she had had almost no direct contact with this man and understood little of what he and her husband discussed, even when she was in on the meetings.


    At their first appointment, the financial advisor took on a fatherly air. “I know you aren't real savvy when it comes to investments,” he said. “And you don't have to be. Your husband has left you very well off and you can trust me to take good care of you. Leave everything to me.” Katherine looked around the plush, well-appointed office, saw plaques on the walls attesting to this advisor's training in various financial products and remembered that her husband had a high regard for him. This seemed to be enough to satisfy her, though she was a little uneasy about how little she understood when it came to her investments.


    Wanting to know more, but not quite sure what to ask, Katherine simply said OK and let the advisor decide how to reposition her assets. He put the entire million dollars into a single premium deferred annuity. On the surface, this appeared to be a reasonable investment. Annuities are insurance contracts. There are several different kinds of annuities and hundreds of annuity products to choose from. The basic idea of an annuity is to give the investor a regular income, for life if she wants it, with little or no financial risk. Sounds good, doesn't it? Usually, it is.


    In this case, however, the annuity was one that paid the financial advisor a 12% commission. That means he got $120,000 up front when she signed the contract. That's one-hundred-and-twenty thousand dollars—a huge payday for the advisor. You must understand that the insurance company doesn't use its own money to pay the commission. It uses the investor's money. This means that Katherine's $1 million annuity was immediately worth only $880,000. Since the insurance company guarantees that upon redemption, Katherine will get at least her principal back, they put heavy penalties into the contract to discourage her from trying to get out of the contract before they've had a chance to make that money back—in this case, 10 years.


    When Katherine came to me and showed me what she had, I was angry and saddened. It angered me that a member of my profession had taken advantage of Katherine in this way, cashing in on her ignorance and betraying her trust. It also saddened me that she was stuck in this contract for all those upcoming years because the advisor did fill out all the forms properly and did explain the items he was required to by law. In order to get her money out and move it to a more appropriate (and less expensive) investment, Katherine will probably have to sue the man that her husband dealt with for so many years.


    To help you avoid something like this happening to you, I'm going to give you some suggestions that will help you to determine if you have the right kind of financial advisor for you.


    1. You must take responsibility for your financial numbers.


    A lot of women view financial figures as some big mystery. They're not. Or at least they shouldn't be. If you're intelligent enough to read and understand this book, you're intelligent enough to understand your finances. What I'm saying is you must understand these numbers. You cannot settle for taking the advice of someone who does not show you how they got those numbers. He must explain them in a way that makes sense to you. If he does explain and it still doesn't make sense, ask him to explain again. Don't sell yourself short. You can understand. If you don't “get” what he's saying, take your business to someone who explains things in a way that you do understand.


    2. The advisor must be willing to tell you how and how much they get paid.


    Financial advisors get paid in different ways. On some products, they receive an up-front percentage of the amount invested, as with Katherine's annuity. On others, they receive a transaction fee when you buy and another fee when you sell. Some advisors don't take anything up front. Periodically, they get paid a percentage of the value of the assets under management. Very often the advisor's compensation is hidden and won't be disclosed to you unless you ask. Sometimes the compensation information is contained in the prospectus, a document that's typically so thick and hard to decipher that almost no one reads it. Many advisors count on this. As long as they're giving you the prospectus to read, they are technically complying with the disclosure laws, even though you have no idea how much they're being paid.


    The important thing to remember is that the advisor should tell you exactly which method is being used to pay him and how much that payment is. If you ask these questions and get anything less than a straight, understandable answer, pick up your money and run the other way.


    3. The advisor should explain the real effect of risk.


    Studies have shown that women in general are much more averse to investment risk than men are. This means it's likely your man took risks with your money that you won't be comfortable with. Thus, your advisor should tell you exactly how much risk you're taking and what can happen.


    For example, let's say you have your money in a portfolio of nice, safe stocks that don't go up very much, but pay some dividends and give you a steady five percent return. That's OK, but not great. Suppose your advisor suggests you reposition your portfolio so that you can get 15% more—a 20% return. Sounds good, huh? But the possibility of a higher return also means higher risk. If you have $100,000 invested, you have to be ready to absorb a 20%—or $20,000—loss. You might have to sit there, trying to smile, while you watch your $100,000 turn into $80,000 or less. Can you handle that? Can you sleep at night, knowing you're that much poorer today than you were a few weeks ago? If you can't handle that feeling, don't take the higher risk, period. And if your advisor doesn't explain the real effect of risk the way I just did, pick up your money and run the other way.


    4. The advisor should listen.


    In any meeting between you and your financial advisor, the most important person in the room is you. That means what you say is most important. If your advisor talks constantly, or interrupts when you're talking, that's a warning sign. You want someone who really cares about you. Someone who listens, really listens, taking notes when you tell him what's important to you in your life, what your hopes and dreams are, what you're afraid of, what you want and what you don't want.


    Do not stand for the condescending advisor who says, “There, there little lady. Don't bother your pretty little head with this financial stuff. I'll take care of everything and you go have lunch with your girlfriends.” If you hear something like that, pick up your money and run the other way.


    5. The advisor must help you quantify your dreams.


    Your perfect picture, the life you dream about, has a price. Right now you might not know what that price is. But before you leave your advisor's office, you should not only know how much your dreams will cost, but also where the money will come from and how. The advisor must have patience and be willing to work with your time horizon, not his. If he's suggesting even a slightly higher risk and you're not ready for it, don't take it. Remember, you're the most important person in the room.


    6. The advisor must be willing to spend time with you.


    Very few financial advisors get paid by the hour. They get paid for doing transactions or for managing money. If they can complete a transaction in one minute and get paid exactly the same as if they had to spend an hour, guess which they'd rather do. Despite that, they owe you as much time as you need to fully understand what you're investing in, how much it costs, how much risk you're taking and anything else you want to know, even if they have to explain it again and again until you get it. Don't forget that you're in a process of evolution, a slow transition, not revolution. It takes time to learn, understand and make informed decisions. If your advisor seems to be in too much of a hurry and is not willing to spend the time you need, pick up your money and run the other way.


    7. The advisor must be someone you trust.


    You can go to someone who is highly recommended by people you respect. He can show you impressive, audited performance numbers. You can do all the due diligence and get all the information you need. But in the end, once you've gotten everything straight in your head, you should make the decision based on how it feels in your gut. That means your advisor has to feel right to you. Your advisor has to be someone you can trust. That's the personal chemistry factor we talked about when selecting a therapist. It's just as important in the financial arena.


    Should you choose a woman to be your financial advisor? Good question. While it's true that we women understand each other in ways men never will, that doesn't mean a woman will necessarily be a better financial advisor for you than a man would. The key factors are not gender-based. They are the seven items listed above, and men are just as capable of meeting those criteria as women are. At the same time however, I've found in my practice that I can explain things to women using language I know they understand. Sometimes a woman will say to me, “My husband was telling me about that for years, but I never quite got what he was saying. Now I see it.”


    Some Final Things to Think About


    That about covers what I have to say. If you thought this book would have a lot more information and are disappointed, I apologize. But I've found that women in your situation seem to need a lot more hope and inspiration than they do information. Besides, information is changing constantly, and with the help of the Internet you can find out the latest word on just about any subject that concerns you.


    Before I finish, I want to answer three questions that come up often in my discussions with newly-single women.


    How many changes should I make in my life?


    Professional grief counselors will tell you that the loss of your primary relationship is a huge emotional trauma. Even if you parted company with your man willingly, the changes this produces in your life can be daunting. These professionals often counsel women like yourself to not make many changes—and certainly not many big changes—at least not at first. I agree. Let the fact of your new life settle in. Changing jobs, relocating your household, starting a new relationship—these are all stress-producing moves. When you add such a move to the stress you're already feeling, you can soon become overwhelmed. So listen to you inner voice. If it says, “Take it easy. Don't make this move right now,” then don't do it. In the end, you have to be your own best guide.


    What about getting married again?


    In discussing how to build your support team, sooner or later we have to address the issue of getting the kind of support you just lost: a man. In working with women like yourself, I've noticed that finding another man is usually the last thing on their minds. There's so much more to deal with, this issue often doesn't come up for a long time, if ever.


    The statistics on women who marry too soon after a death or break-up are dismal. The divorce rates are high, and even among those who stay married, unhappiness and regret are all too common.


    A hard truth that women must face is this: the chances that a woman in her middle to later years will marry again are quite slim. One reason for this is pure mathematics. Because men on average die younger, there simply are many more older single women than available men. Another reason is men's preference for women who are much younger than they. It doesn't matter if older women make better wives. The seemingly built-in male bias toward younger women gives you a distinct disadvantage. But this might not be a bad thing.


    [image: Image]


    A number of my single women friends say they don't want to get married because they fear becoming “a nurse or a purse.” If a man is much older than you, sooner or later he's going to need medical care. If you're married to him, you become his “nurse.” A man who's your age, but not financially set, might be willing to get married, especially if you have substantial financial assets. Then you become his “purse.” Neither unpaid nurse nor bill-paying purse is a particularly appealing role.


    So my advice is to let the marriage issue rest for a while—maybe a long while. There is plenty of life out there for you to lead, plenty of experiences to be had— including every kind of male companionship—without getting married. Even if you do want to “get out there” again and start developing a new relationship, you need to make yourself whole again. You need to make it on your own. That's what this book was designed to help you to do.


    What if nothing seems to work?


    In this book, I've made dozens of suggestions on what you can do to build your new life. No doubt you will hear and read dozens more. They might all sound great, but it's possible that none of them will work for you. If that happens, all I can tell you is don't give up. As I said in the first chapter, you are going to be OK. How and when you finally get to feeling that way, only you can determine. But if you make a solid effort, if you reach out to others for advice and support, you'll do just fine. As the old Beatles song says, you'll get by with a little help from your friends. The best part is, whether you know them all right now or not, you have lots of friends. I hope you'll think of me as one of them.


    ******************************
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    Appendix


    Books You Might Find Helpful


    Suddenly Single: Money Skills for Divorcées and Widows, by Kerry Hannon Published by John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 1988


    Covers many topics of interest to single women in mid-life. Virtually all financial issues. Some the information is a bit dated.


    Flying Solo: Single Women in Mid-Life, by Carol Anderson, Susan Stewart & Sona Dimidijian. Published by W.W. Norton & Co., Inc., 1994


    Written primarily for divorcées, it takes a refreshingly positive position on women choosing to be single during mid-life. Addresses issues of children, remarriage, career change and coping with society's negative view of single women.


    The Widow's Handbook: A Guide for Living, by Carlotte Foehner & Carol Cozart Published by Fulcrum, Inc., 1988


    Format is that of a handbook—that is, a book you refer to for specific information as needed during your first two years of widowhood. Not the kind of book you sit down and read cover-to-cover. Does not address divorce. Has not been updated, so some of the information is out of date.


    On Your Own: A Widow's Passage to Emotional & Financial Well-Being, by Alexandra Armstrong, Mary R. Donahue


    Published by Dearborn Financial Publishing, 2000


    Written by a financial planner and a psychologist. Though the title suggests a balance of content between emotional and financial issues, it's actually about 10% psychology and 90% finance. Has sold well and is in its fourth edition.


    The Widow's Resource: How to Solve the Financial and Legal Problems That Occur Within the First Six to Nine Months of Your Husband's Death, by Julie A. Calligaro Published by Women's Source Books, 1997


    The author is an attorney whose sole focus is on dealing with the legal problems, existing and potential, that arise in widowhood.


    Websites to Get You Started


    As I pointed out in Chapter 10, the Internet is an unlimited, possibly overwhelming treasure trove of information about any topic you can possibly think of. The list that follows is just a hint at the number of websites you can explore. Start with these and see where your search takes you.


    www.widowsresource.com


    This is a digital “handbook,” with forms, articles on grief, even meditations. Offers some free resources available if you send your e-mail address.


    www.womansdivorce.com


    Dedicated to helping women take control of their divorce, with information on the legal, financial and emotional aspects. Includes articles on “starting over.”


    www.divorcenet.com


    The Internet's largest divorce resource, offering articles specific to certain states. This can be important since state laws vary widely. Includes an “online community” and a nationwide directory of divorce lawyers, mediators and financial professionals.


    www.aamft.org


    This is the website for the American Association for Marriage and Family Therapy (AAMFT). It is the professional association for marriage and family therapists, representing the professional interests of more than 23,000 therapists throughout the United States, Canada, and abroad.


    www.aaml.org


    The website for the American Academy of Matrimonial Lawyers (AAML), a national organization of family law attorneys committed to the highest standards. Provides referrals to first-rate matrimonial lawyers in your area.


    www.grief.net


    The website of The Grief Recovery Institute, which offers The “Grief Recovery Outreach Program,” a 12-week program, facilitated by grief-recovery specialists certified by The Institute. The program helps willing participants complete the pain caused by death, divorce, and other losses. The “Grief Recovery Certification Program” expands professional skills in this area of human experience. Some programs are fee-based, some are sponsored. Available in all states.


    www.ssa.gov/pubs/10127.html


    Part of the Social Security Administration's website, focusing on “What Every Woman Should Know”


    www.aarp.com


    The official website of what used to be called The American Association of Retired Persons, but recently shortened to AARP. The organization exists to serve people age 50 and older. Good idea to join regardless of your marital status. Dues are extremely low and benefits are almost too numerous to count. Definitely check this one out.


    Locating Lost Insurance Policies


    In Chapter 1, I noted that it's possible your late husband had insurance that you might not have been aware of, and that there are companies which will attempt to locate lost policies for you. I am including the names and websites of two such resources, though I am told that, with the advent of the Internet, this information is easy enough to get on your own. Thus the fees these companies charge might not be worth it. I suggest you try doing such a search on your own and if you feel you need help, then contact one of these organizations.


    www.mib.com/html/Lost-life-insurance.html


    MIB Group, Inc. (“MIB”) is an association of over 500 U.S. and Canadian life insurance companies providing information and database management services to the financial services industry. Organized in 1902, MIB's fraud protection services protect insurers, policyholders and applicants from attempts to conceal or omit information material to the sound and equitable underwriting of life, health, disability, and long term care insurance.


    www.acsupch.com


    This is the website of ACS Unclaimed Property Clearinghouse, which operates MissingMoney.com, a national database established in 1999 to enhance the states’ outreach efforts to locate lost owners. MissingMoney.com enables owners to perform comprehensive searches for lost assets required by law to be turned over to the states.


    ACS is the leading provider of unclaimed property support services to state governments. Currently, ACS contracts with 49 states, the District of Columbia and Puerto Rico to provide services related to the identification, collection and remittance of unclaimed property.
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