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BEFORE YOU PRINT

HOW TO USE THIS PRINTABLE

Read it in order, cover to cover, or jump straight to the chapter you need today —
both work. The appendix at the back holds scripts, quick-reference tables, and a
fold-and-carry emergency card; feel free to print those pages on their own so
you can keep them by the bed, in a pocket, or on the fridge. However you use it,
be kind to yourself: this is a companion for hard moments, not another task to
get right. Go at the pace your body wants.



BEFORE YOU BEGIN

A GENTLE NOTE

This book is not medical advice. FindingCalmoffersceducationat information and self-care
practices for everyday stress. It is not a substitute for professional medical, psychological, or
psychiatric care, diagnosis, or treatment. Always consult a qualified health provider about
your symptoms and before changing anything related to your health, medications, or care.

If you are in crisis or thinking about harming yourself, please contact your local emergency
services or a crisis line right away. In the U.S., call or text 988 (Suicide & Crisis Lifeline),
available 24/7.

The breathing, movement, and meditation practices here are meant to be gentle. Move within
your own comfort and ability, and stop anything that causes pain. You know your body best.
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WELCOME

YOU'RE NOT TOO OLD TO FEEL
PEACE AGAIN ... vecoraermenwmince

You're here because something feels heavy. Maybe it's the kind of stress that
wakes you at 3 a.m., heart racing, mind spinning through tomorrow’s doctor
appointment or next month's bills or the call you need to make to your daughter
about something difficult. Maybe it's the tightness in your chest that never quite
leaves, the jaw you didn't realize you were clenching, the exhaustion that sleep
doesn't fix. Maybe you're here because someone told you to "just relax,” and you
wanted to scream—Dbecause if you could just relax, don't they think you would?

Let's start with this: You are not failing at retirement. You are not too anxious.
You are not overreacting. The stress you're carrying is real, even if no one else can
see it. Especially if no one else can see it. No one warned you about this part: you
were supposed to feel lighter by now. The kids are grown. The career is finished.
The big decisions are behind you. This was supposed to be the easy part, the
reward for all those decades of showing up and holding it together.

But instead, there's a different kind of weight now. The weight of bodies that don't
cooperate the way they used to. The weight of friends who are sick or gone. The
weight of medical appointments and prescriptions, and scan results. The weight
of being needed by adult children who still lean on you while simultaneously
being told you're "slowing down" and need to "take it easy." The weight of time
itself, how it feels both precious and relentless.

And beneath it all, a stress that has nowhere to go. Because you're supposed to be
grateful. You're supposed to be relaxed. You're supposed to have this figured out by
now. Let's name what so many people feel but few say aloud: growing older in a
world that doesn't make space for aging is inherently stressful. Your stress isn't a
personal failing. It's a rational response to real challenges that our culture
pretends don't exist.

¢ What This Book Is

This is not a book that will tell you to "think positive,” or "let it go," or "stop
worrying so much.” You've heard that advice before. It doesn't help. This is not a



fitness manual that demands you do things your body can't do, or a spiritual guide
that requires you to believe in anything you don't believe in, or a productivity
system that treats you like a younger person who just needs better time

management.
¢ FINDING CALM — WE GET BETTER WITH AGE ¢

This book is a companion. A gentle, practical guide to helping your nervous
system—the part of you that's been working overtime for sixty, seventy, eighty
years—finally feel safe enough to rest.

It's about breathing techniques that actually calm you down, not just give you
something to do with your hands. It's about meditation practices that don't
require you to sit on the floor or empty your mind or become someone you're not.
It's about somatic exercises—movements so gentle they barely look like
movement—that release the tension your body has been holding since you can't
remember when.

This is about coming home to your body after decades of pushing through,
toughing it out, and keeping going no matter what.

And here's the truth that might surprise you: you are not too old to learn this. Your
nervous system, at any age, is capable of learning calm. The body you're in right
now—with its scars and limitations and history—is the only body you need to find
peace.

¢ What This Book Isn't

THIS BOOK WILL NOT ASK YOU TO:

« Sit in uncomfortable positions

« Exercise beyond your ability

 Achieve perfect calm or never feel stressed again
 Fix yourself (because you're not broken)

« Follow a rigid program or timeline

« Become a different person

You don't have to do everything in this book. You don't have to do any of it
perfectly. You don't even have to do it every day.

You just have to be willing to try something different than what you've been
doing. Because what you've been doing—pushing through, staying strong,



handling it all—has gotten you this far, but it's also gotten you here: tired, tense,
and looking for another way.

¢ Why This Matters Now

¢ FINDING CALM — WE GET BETTER WITH AGE
You might be thinking: I've been stressed my whole life. Why address it now?

Here's why: because the stress you could muscle through at forty doesn't work
the same way at seventy. Because your body doesn't bounce back the way it used
to. Because chronic stress—the kind that becomes background noise—contributes
to the very things you're worried about: cognitive decline, inflammation, poor
sleep, weakened immunity, and increased pain.

And because you deserve to feel good in the body you're in, for however much
time you have left. Not someday. Not when everything is figured out. Now.

This isn't about adding years to your life (though reducing stress might do that).
This is about adding life to your years. About waking up without dread. About
moving through your day without that constant hum of anxiety. About lying down
at night and actually resting.

This is about feeling safe in your own skin again.

¢ What's Possible on the Other Side

I'm not going to promise you'll never feel stressed again. Life doesn't work that
way, especially not life after sixty with all its legitimate challenges and losses and
uncertainties. But here's what is possible:

You can learn to recognize stress in your body before it takes over your day. You
can have tools that actually work—simple, quick, effective practices you can do in
a chair, in bed, in the waiting room before an appointment. You can feel your
shoulders drop. Your jaw unclenches. Your breath deepens. You can sleep better.
Think more clearly. Have more patience with the people you love and the people
who annoy you. You can stop living in a body that feels like a clenched fist.

You can age without adding unnecessary suffering to the inevitable challenges
aging brings.

That's not magical thinking. That's what happens when you give your nervous
system—the brilliant, overworked system that's been keeping you alive—the tools
and permission it needs to finally stand down from high alert.



¢ How to Use This Book

Read it in order, or skip to the chapter that calls to you. Try one technique, or try
them all. Practice every day, or only when you remember.

There is no wrong way to do this, as'long a8 yoli'ré doing it with Kifidiess toward

yourself.
At the end of each chapter, you'll find three things:

« Pause & Reflect: Gentle questions to help you understand your own stress
patterns

« What to Remember: Comforting truths to carry with you

« A Gentle Next Step: One small, doable action for the coming week

These aren't homework. They're invitations. You get to choose which ones matter
to you.

In the appendix, you'll find practical resources: scripts you can follow word-for-
word, modifications for different physical abilities, and quick-reference cards for
emergency calm.

Think of this book as a toolbox. You don't need to use every tool. You just need to
find the few that fit your hand and your life.

¢ One More Thing Before We Begin

If you're reading this and thinking, But I'm not that stressed or Other people have
it worse or I should be able to handle this on my own—I see you. That voice is
doing what it's always done: minimizing your experience, keeping you small,
insisting you don't need help.

Here's your permission to ignore that voice.

You don't have to be in crisis to deserve relief. You don't have to earn the right to
feel calm. You don't have to wait until things get worse. The fact that you picked
up this book means some part of you is ready. That's enough. Your stress is valid.
Your exhaustion is real. Your desire for peace is not selfish or weak or too late. You
are exactly where you need to be, starting exactly when you need to start.
Welcome. Take a breath. Let's begin.
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CHAPTER 1

THE WEIGHT - YOU'RE-CARRYING

Understanding Stress After 60

There's a moment that happens to almost everyone. You're sitting in your favorite
chair, the one your body knows by heart, and someone asks, "How are you?” And
you say, "Fine. I'm fine." Because that's what you say. That's what you've always
said. But inside, there's a humming. A tightness. A feeling you can't quite name
but also can't ignore. Your chest feels compressed. Your thoughts won't settle. Your
body—this body that's carried you through decades of joy and crisis and ordinary
Tuesdays—feels like it's bracing for something, even when there's nothing
specific to brace for. You're fine. Except you're not fine. And you don't know how to
explain that to anyone, including yourself.

Let's start here: that feeling has a name. It's called chronic stress. And it's not
your fault.

¢ Why Stress Feels Different Now

If you're over sixty, you've been stressed before. You've handled crying babies and
impossible deadlines and financial emergencies, and family crises. You've
survived things that would have flattened someone less capable. You know how to
push through. But something has shifted.

The stress you're carrying now doesn't announce itself the way it used to. It
doesn't come with a clear problem to solve or a deadline to meet. It's quieter. More
persistent. It lives in your body like a low-grade fever that never quite breaks. This
is what chronic stress looks like in later life: not dramatic, just constant. Here's
what's changed:

Your body processes stress differently now. The cortisol that floods your system
when you're anxious takes longer to clear. Your heart rate takes longer to return to
baseline after a scare. The physiological recovery that used to happen overnight
now takes days. You're not imagining that stress hits harder—it literally does. The
nature of your stressors has evolved. You're not worried about getting the kids to



school on time anymore. Now you're worried about whether you'll be a burden to
those same kids. You're not stressed about climbing the career ladder. You're
stressed about whether your retirement savings will last. You're not anxious about
making a good impression. You're anxious about whether your body will
cooperate with your plans for the'day.” “*"" — & T BETTER WITH AGE ¢

The stakes feel higher. When you're younger, there's always time to recover, to
start over, to fix things. But now? The doctor's appointment isn't just routine—it's
a potential verdict. The fall isn't just embarrassing—it's dangerous. The memory
lapse isn't just annoying—it's terrifying. Every stressor carries extra weight
because time itself feels more precious and more finite.

And here's the cruelest part: you're supposed to be past this. Society tells you
that retirement is the reward, that older age brings wisdom and peace. So when
you feel stressed, there's an added layer of shame. What's wrong with me? Why
can't I just enjoy this?

Nothing is wrong with you. You're having a completely rational response to a stage
of life that comes with real, legitimate challenges.

¢ The Hidden Stressors No One Talks About

Let's name the things that create stress in your life that rarely make it into
conversations about "senior wellness”:

The loss of control. Your body used to do what you told it to do. Now it has
opinions. It gets tired when you don't want it to be tired. It hurts in places you
didn't know could hurt. You can't stay up late without paying for it. You can't eat
what you want without consequences. Every day is a negotiation with a body
that's becoming less predictable.

The medical industrial complex. The appointments. The paperwork. The waiting
rooms. The specialists who don't talk to each other. The insurance labyrinths. The
test results require more tests. The medications that cause side effects require
more medications. Managing your health has become a part-time job you didn't

apply for.

The erasure. The way younger people talk over you or around you or with
patronizing slowness. The way society treats aging as a problem to solve rather
than a natural process to honor. The way you've become invisible in some
contexts and hyper-visible in others (usually when someone wants to comment on
your driving or your technology skills, or how you "still” do something).



The sandwich generation extended cut. Maybe you thought you'd be done with
caregiving by now. But your grandchildren need you because childcare is
impossible to afford. Or your own parents are still living and need support. Or your

spouse is declining and you're holding everything together. You're needed in all
directions, and no one's asking what'you'néed.” " ©" BF1TER WiTH ACE @

Outliving your people. The friends who've died or moved or drifted. The spouse
you buried or divorced. The community that scattered. The loneliness that isn't
just missing people—it's missing being known. Missing the shared history.
Missing the feeling of being seen by someone who remembers who you were at
thirty, forty, or fifty. The fear no one wants to hear. You're afraid of falling. Of
forgetting. Of being a burden. Of dying alone or dying in pain or not dying when
you're ready. Of running out of money. Of losing more independence. Of what
comes next. And when you try to talk about it, people rush to reassure you—"Don't
think like that! You're doing great!"—which just makes you feel more alone with
the fear.

The identity shift. You used to be the competent one. The one people came to for
help. The one with answers and resources, and energy. Now you're the one who
needs help getting the groceries up the stairs, who has to ask someone to repeat
themselves, who can't quite figure out the new phone. It's not that you're
incompetent—it's that the gap between who you were and who you are now
creates its own kind of grief.

These aren't small things. These aren't "senior moments” or "golden years
grumpiness.” These are legitimate, ongoing stressors that would challenge anyone
at any age.

And you're navigating all of them, often simultaneously, while being told to "stay
positive” and "age gracefully.”

No wonder you're tired.

¢ Permission: Your Stress Is Valid
Before we go any further, you need to hear this:

You have permission to admit that this is hard.

You have permission to stop pretending you're fine when you're not. You have
permission to acknowledge that retirement, or widowhood, or aging itself, is not
what you thought it would be. You have permission to be stressed even though



"other people have it worse." You have permission to struggle even though you're
"so blessed” and "should be grateful.”

Your stress doesn't need to be justified, explained, or compared to anyone else's
experience to be real. ¢ FINDING CALM — WE GET BETTER WITH AGE

It's real because you feel it. That's enough. There's a particular kind of gaslighting
that happens to older adults around stress. People younger than you assume your
life must be easy now. People your age don't want to complain because it feels like
weakness. And you yourself might have internalized the idea that you've survived
this much—you should be able to handle anything.

But survival isn't the same as thriving. Getting through something isn't the same
as recovering from it.

And here's what matters: you don't have to keep white-knuckling your way
through life just because you're capable of it.

You're allowed to want more than survival. You're allowed to want ease, calm, and
softness in your remaining years.

That's not indulgent. That's honoring the body and mind that have carried you
this far.

¢ The Body Keeps Score: How Chronic Stress Settles In

Here's what happens when stress becomes chronic, when it shifts from an
occasional spike to a constant state: Your nervous system gets stuck in alert mode.
The part of you that's supposed to scan for danger and then stand down when the
coast is clear? It stops standing down. It stays vigilant. Always watching. Always
bracing. Over time, this becomes your new normal. You don't even notice you're
doing it anymore. But your body notices.

Stress that has nowhere to go takes up residence. It settles into your shoulders,
your jaw, your gut, your chest. It disrupts your sleep. It floods you with cortisol
and adrenaline that your aging body processes more slowly. It creates
inflammation. It weakens your immune system. It affects your memory and
concentration. It makes pain worse. It makes healing slower. It makes everything
harder.

And because it's chronic—because it's been there so long—you might not even
connect the dots. You think the shoulder tension is just age. The poor sleep is just
normal now. The brain fog is just getting older. The irritability is just your



personality. But what if it's not? What if a significant portion of what you're
experiencing is your body's response to unrelenting stress that never gets a
chance to discharge? This isn't about blaming stress for everything. Aging is real.
Bodies change. Some pain and limitation are part of the deal. But chronic stress
amplifies everything. It takes the ifevVitabile chdlienges of aging diid makes them
exponentially harder. And here's the good news hiding in all of this: if stress is
making things worse, then reducing stress can make things better.

Not perfect. Not like you're thirty again. But better. Noticeably, meaningfully
better. Your body wants to feel safe. It's been trying to feel safe for years, maybe
decades. It just hasn't had the tools or the permission.

You're about to give it both.

¢ What Stress Actually Is (And Isn't)

Let's clear up a common misunderstanding: stress is not weakness. It's not a
character flaw. It's not something you "should” be able to control with willpower.
Stress is your nervous system'’s alarm bell. It's the system that kept your ancestors
alive when there were actual predators in the bushes. It's the same system that
made you slam on the brakes when a car pulled out in front of you, or helped you
stay up all night when your child was sick.

It's supposed to spike in response to danger, flood you with adrenaline and focus,
help you fight or flee, and then—this is the crucial part—turn back off when the
danger passes. Spike. Respond. Recover. That's the natural cycle.

But chronic stress is what happens when the alarm never turns off. When your
body perceives threat everywhere: in the mail with the medical bills, in the phone
call from your daughter's worried tone, in the ache in your hip that wasn't there
yesterday, in the future you can't predict or control.

Your nervous system can't tell the difference between a lion chasing you and a
laboratory result you're waiting for. To your body, worry about next month's
appointment creates the same physiological response as immediate physical
danger.

So you stay activated. Cortisol stays elevated. Muscles stay tense. Breathing stays
shallow. Sleep stays disrupted. And you feel exhausted, because being in a
constant state of alert is exhausting.



This isn't happening because you're doing something wrong. It's happening
because your nervous system is doing exactly what it was designed to do—protect
you. It just doesn't know how to stop protecting you.

Your body isn't broken. It's scared. And it:s been scared forawverylong time. This
book is about teaching it—gently, patiently, repeatedly—that it's safe to rest now.

¢ The Path Forward (Without Pressure)

You might be reading all of this and feeling overwhelmed. Great. One more thing
that's wrong. One more thing I need to fix. No. This isn't about fixing. This is
about befriending.

Your nervous system isn't your enemy. Your stress response isn't a malfunction.
Your body is not the problem. Your body is doing the best it can with the
information it has. It's been in survival mode because survival was necessary. It
held tension because holding tension kept you functional. It stayed alert because
alertness kept you safe. It did its job. Now you're going to teach it a new job: rest.
Not all at once. Not perfectly. Not according to someone else’s timeline or
standards.

One breath at a time. One small practice at a time. One moment of noticing at a
time.

In the coming chapters, you'll learn specific techniques: breathwork that calms
your nervous system in ninety seconds, somatic practices that release tension you
didn't know you were holding, meditation that doesn't require you to be someone
you're not. But before any technique, before any practice, comes this foundation:

Your stress is real. Your body is trying. You deserve relief. And it's not too late.

& PAUSE & REFLECT

Take a moment with these questions. There are no right answers. This is
just for you.

o When you think about the word "stress,” where do you feel it in your body
right now?

o What's one stressor in your life that you've been minimizing or dismissing as
"not that bad"? What would it feel like to admit it's actually hard?



If your body could speak, what do you think it would say it needs most from
you right now?

What would "feeling safe in your own skin" look and feel like for you?

¢ FINDING CALM — WE GET BETTER WITH AGE o

& WHAT TO REMEMBER

Your stress after sixty is different than stress at younger ages—it's not
your imagination that it feels harder now

The stressors you're facing (loss of control, health concerns, identity
shifts, outliving your people) are legitimate and would challenge anyone

Chronic stress isn't a character flaw—it's your nervous system trying to
protect you

Your body isn't broken; it's been in survival mode and hasn't learned
how to stand down yet

You don't have to justify your stress or compare it to others' experiences
for it to be valid and worthy of attention

4@ A GENTLE NEXT STEP

This week, just notice. Not to fix, not to change, not to judge. Just to see.
Once a day, pause and ask yourself: "Where am I holding tension right
now?"” Scan your body. Your jaw? Your shoulders? Your hands? Your
stomach? Your breath? Just notice. Name it silently: Ah, there's tension in
my shoulders. There's tightness in my chest. That's all. Noticing is the
beginning of everything.

You don't have to do anything about it yet. You're just starting to pay
attention to what your body has been trying to tell you.



02

CHAPTER 2

YOUR NERVOUS SYSTEM ISN'T
BROKEN

The Science Made Simple

So here's what's actually happening when you're lying awake at 3 a.m. with your
heart pounding for no reason you can name: Your body is doing exactly what it's
supposed to do. It's not malfunctioning. It's not betraying you. It's not proof that
something is fundamentally wrong with you. Your nervous system is working
perfectly. It's just working on outdated information.

Think of it like this: you have a highly sophisticated alarm system that was
installed decades ago, calibrated for a life that no longer exists. It's still scanning
for threats, still sounding alarms, still preparing you to handle dangers that may
or may not be real. It's doing its job—the job it's always done. It just doesn't know
that the job has changed.

This chapter is about understanding the alarm system. Not so you can become an
expert in neuroscience (you don't need to be), but so you can stop thinking of
yourself as broken and start thinking of yourself as someone whose body is trying
very, very hard to keep you safe. Once you understand what's happening, you can
work with your nervous system instead of against it.

And working with it? That changes everything.

¢ The Alarm System You Were Born With

Your nervous system has one primary job: to keep you alive. It's been doing this
job since before you were born, and it's gotten remarkably good at it. Every danger
you've ever survived—from the physical (crossing a busy street, avoiding a fall) to
the emotional (a scary diagnosis, a difficult conversation)—your nervous system
was there, mobilizing your body to respond.

It has two main operating modes, and it switches between them automatically,
without you having to think about it:



Rest and digest (the parasympathetic state): This is your baseline. Your natural
state when you feel safe. Your heart rate is steady. Your breathing is easy. Your
digestion works. Your immune system functions optimally. You can think clearly,
connect with others, and feel present in your body. This is where healing happens.
ThlS IS Where peace 11V€S. ¢ FINDING CALM — WE GET BETTER WITH AGE

Fight or flight (the sympathetic state): This is your emergency mode. When
your nervous system perceives danger—real or imagined, physical or
psychological—it activates this state instantly. Your heart rate increases. Your
breathing quickens and becomes shallow. Blood flows away from your digestive
system and into your muscles. Your senses sharpen. Your thinking becomes
narrow and focused on the threat. You're ready to fight the danger or run from it.
There's also a third state, though it's less commonly talked about:

Freeze (dorsal vagal shutdown): When fight or flight won't work—when the
threat is too big, too overwhelming, or inescapable—your nervous system has one
more option: shut down. You might feel numb, disconnected, foggy, or
immobilized. It's not depression, exactly, though it can look like it. It's your
system'’s last-ditch effort to protect you by making you disappear, energetically
speaking.

Here's what's important: all three states are normal. They're all part of how your
body protects you. None of them is bad or wrong. The problem isn't the states
themselves. The problem is getting stuck.

¢ Why Your Alarm Won't Turn Off

In a perfect world, here's how it would work: Threat appears — Alarm activates
(fight/flight) — You respond — Threat passes — Alarm deactivates — You return to
rest and digest. That's the natural cycle. Spike, respond, recover. But somewhere
along the way, your system stopped completing the cycle. The alarm activated and
just... stayed on. Maybe it happened gradually. Years of stress that never fully
resolved. Decades of pushing through instead of resting. Loss after loss without
time to grieve. Worry became a constant companion. Or maybe there was a
specific event: a health crisis, a major loss, a period of caregiving that went on for
years, a trauma that your body never fully processed. Either way, your nervous
system learned that the world isn't safe. And once it learns that, it doesn't easily
unlearn it.

So now? Your baseline has shifted. Instead of resting in "rest and digest” and
occasionally spiking into "fight or flight," you're resting in a low-grade version of



fight or flight and occasionally spiking into high alert. You wake up already
activated. Your shoulders are already tight. Your breath is already shallow. Your
mind is already scanning for problems. And throughout the day, small things that
wouldn't have bothered you before—a phone ringing unexpectedly, someone

walking too close behind you,‘a minor chatige ifi plans—trigger disproportionate

responses. Because your system is already primed. It's already on edge.

You're not overreacting. You're reacting from a body that's already maxed out. It's
like this: imagine you're holding a glass of water. When the glass is half full, you
can easily hold it all day. But when the glass is already full to the brim, even one
more drop makes it overflow. Your nervous system is that glass. And right now, it's
full to the brim. That's not a failure. That's just where you are. And where you are
can change.

¢ What This Feels Like in Your Body

Let's get specific, because chronic activation doesn't always feel like "stress” the
way you might expect.

SOMETIMES IT FEELS LIKE:

Physical tension you can't explain. Your shoulders sit up by your ears. Your jaw is
clenched so often you don't notice anymore. Your hands form fists without you
realizing. Your stomach is in knots. Your chest feels tight, like you can't take a full
breath.

Sleep that doesn't restore you. You're exhausted but can't fall asleep. Or you fall
asleep but wake at 2 or 3 a.m. and can't get back to sleep. Or you sleep through the
night but wake up feeling like you haven't rested at all.

A mind that won't settle. Thoughts spinning, planning, worrying, reviewing
conversations, anticipating problems. You can't focus on a book or a show because
your brain won't stay still. Even when you're sitting down, you're not really
present—you're thinking about the next thing, and the next, and the next.

Irritability that seems to come out of nowhere. Small annoyances feel enormous.
Someone asks you a simple question, and you want to snap at them. You have no
patience for things that used to be fine. You feel on edge, reactive, like you're one
minor frustration away from losing it.

Digestive issues. Your stomach is upset more often than not. Constipation or
diarrhea with no clear cause. Loss of appetite or stress eating. Your gut knows
you're stressed even when your mind is trying to convince you you're fine.



Memory and concentration problems. You walk into a room and forget why you're
there. You can't remember words you've used a thousand times. You read the same
paragraph three times and still don't know what it said. And the scariest part?

You're not sure if this is stress or something more serious.
¢ FINDING CALM — WE GET BETTER WITH AGE

A feeling of being overwhelmed by normal life. Tasks that used to be manageable
—making dinner, returning phone calls, going to the store—feel enormous. You're
exhausted by things that shouldn't be exhausting. And then you feel guilty for
being exhausted, which makes it worse.

Numbness or disconnection. Sometimes, instead of feeling too much, you feel
nothing. You go through the motions. You're there but not there. Life feels muted,
distant, like you're watching it happen to someone else.

Do you recognize yourself in any of these? That's your nervous system talking.
That's what chronic activation looks and feels like in a body that's been holding
the line for too long. And here's what you need to know: None of this means you're
weak, or failing, or losing your mind.

It means your alarm system is stuck in the "on"” position. And just like any alarm
that's been blaring for too long, it's depleting your resources. But alarms can be
reset. Systems can be recalibrated. Bodies can learn safety again.

¢ The Good News: Your Nervous System Can Learn Calm at Any
Age

Here's the part that matters most: Your nervous system is not fixed. It's
adaptable. Neuroplasticity—the brain's ability to form new neural pathways—
doesn't stop at twenty-five or forty-five or sixty-five. Your body, right now, in the
state it's in, is capable of learning something new. It can learn that not everything
is a threat. It can learn that it's safe to let its guard down. It can learn to return to
rest after activation. It can learn to be calm. Not instantly. Not without practice.
But truly, genuinely, it can learn.

Think about it: your nervous system learned to be on high alert. It learned,
through experience and repetition, that the world requires vigilance. That relaxing
is dangerous. That letting go means being caught off guard. If it learned that, it
can learn the opposite.

This isn't about positive thinking or pretending everything is fine. This is about
giving your body repeated, consistent experiences of actual safety. Small
moments, over and over, where your system gets to practice standing down.



And every time you practice—every time you take a slow breath, or notice tension
and soften it, or do a simple movement that signals safety—you're teaching your
nervous system something new. You're saying: It's okay. We're okay. You can rest
now. At first, your system won't believe you. It's been on guard too long. It's not
going to trust you after one deep breath;”-" — = ©F T BETTER WITH ACE ¢

But if you keep showing up, keep practicing, keep offering those moments of
calm? Eventually, your nervous system starts to believe you. It starts to remember
what safety feels like. It starts to spend more time in rest and less time in alarm.
The glass that was full to the brim starts to have space again. And when the
inevitable stressors come—because they will come, life doesn't stop being hard—
you have room to handle them without overflowing.

This is not about eliminating stress. This is about building the capacity to be with
stress without being consumed by it. And you can build that capacity. At sixty. At
seventy. At eighty. At ninety. Your age is not a barrier. It's just a fact. And facts can
be worked with.

¢ You're Not Anxious, You're Activated (And You Can
Deactivate)

Language matters. So let's reframe something. When you feel your heart racing,
your thoughts spinning, your body tense—that's not anxiety in the sense of a
disorder or a personality flaw. That's activation. That's your sympathetic nervous
system doing its job. The job just needs updating. "Anxious” can feel like an
identity. Like something is wrong with who you are. But "activated”"? That's a
state. States change.

You're not an anxious person. You're a person whose nervous system is activated
more often than it needs to be. And if it can be activated, it can be deactivated. Not
by force. Not by telling yourself to calm down (has that ever worked? No.). Not by
willpower or shame or trying harder.

By giving your body the specific physiological signals that mean "safe.” Your
nervous system doesn't speak English. It doesn't respond to logic or affirmations,
or trying to think your way out of feeling stressed. It responds to sensation. To
breathe. To movement. To rhythm. To touch. To sound. When you slow your
exhale, your nervous system receives a signal: If I have time to breathe slowly, I
must not be in immediate danger. When you soften your jaw, drop your shoulders,
unclench your hands—your body interprets that as: If I'm releasing tension, the
threat must have passed. When you do a gentle movement that engages both sides



of your body, your system registers: If I'm coordinated and bilateral, I'm not in
fight or flight. These aren't tricks. These are the languages your nervous system
actually understands. And you're about to become fluent.

* What "Regulated" Actually Feels Like "~ '™ " *

You might not remember the last time you felt truly calm. Truly at ease in your
body. So let's paint a picture of what you're moving toward. Regulation doesn't
mean being happy all the time or never feeling stressed. It means your nervous
system can flex—it can activate when needed and then return to baseline. It
means: You wake up and your first feeling isn't dread or tension. It's just... waking
up. You take a breath, and it reaches all the way down into your belly without
hitting a wall of tightness. You're sitting in your chair, and your shoulders are
actually resting on your body, not hovering up by your ears.

Something unexpected happens—a phone call, a change in plans—and you feel
the spike of activation, but then it passes. It doesn't hijack your whole day. You
have hard feelings—sadness, anger, worry—but they move through you instead of
getting stuck. They're weather, not climate. You sleep. Deeply. And wake feeling
like you actually rested.

You're present for the small good things. The warmth of your coffee. The light
through the window. A conversation with a friend. You're not constantly pulled
into the past or the future—you can actually be here, now. Your body feels like a
place you live, not a place you're trapped.

This isn't fantasy. This is what a regulated nervous system feels like. And it's
available to you. Not every moment of every day. Not without effort or practice.
But genuinely, truly available. Your body remembers how to feel this way. It's just
forgotten how to get back to it. You're going to remind me.

¢ A New Story About Your Stress

For a long time, you might have told yourself a story that went something like
this: I'm just a worrier. I've always been this way. I'm high-strung. I'm too
sensitive. I can't relax. There's something wrong with me. What if that story isn't
true? What if the real story is this:

I have a nervous system that learned to protect me by staying vigilant. It's been
working overtime for years, maybe decades, because that's what it thought I
needed. It kept me functional through impossible circumstances. It got me here.



And now, because I understand how it works, I can teach it something new. I can
help it rest. My body isn't the problem—it's been the solution. And now we're
going to find a better solution together.

That's a different story. And the story you tell yourself abent,your stress changes
everything. You're not broken. You're not defective. You're not too old to change.
You're someone whose alarm system has been on too long. And alarms can be
turned off. Not all at once. Not by ignoring the genuinely hard things. But by
giving your body what it's been asking for all along: Permission to stop fighting.
Permission to be safe. Permission to rest. The next chapters will show you how.
But this chapter needed to come first, because you can't calm a system you think
is fundamentally broken. Your system isn't broken. It's brilliant. It's kept you alive
this long. Now you're going to teach it how to live, not just survive.

& PAUSE & REFLECT

Let these questions sit with you. No need to answer them all at once.

« When you think about your nervous system as something that's trying to
protect you (not something that's failing you), what shifts?

« What does "activation” feel like in your specific body? Where does it show up
first? What are your personal early warning signs?

« Canyou remember a time—even a brief moment—when you felt truly calm
and safe in your body? What was happening? What did it feel like?

« What would it mean to you to have a body that knows how to rest again?

& WHAT TO REMEMBER

 Your nervous system isn't broken—it's doing exactly what it was
designed to do: protect you.

« Chronic stress isn't a character flaw; it's your alarm system stuck in the
"on" position after years of legitimate threats and challenges.

 Your nervous system has three states (rest, fight/flight, freeze), and all
are normal—the problem is getting stuck in activation.

» Neuroplasticity means your body can learn calm at any age—you're not
too old for your nervous system to change.



« You're not an anxious person; you're a person whose nervous system is
activated more than it needs to be—and activation can be shifted.

 Your nervous system doesn't respond to logic or willpower; it responds
to physiological signals of safety through breath, movement, and
sensation.

4@ A GENTLE NEXT STEP

This week, practice one simple pattern: When you notice activation
(tension, racing thoughts, tight breath), say this silently: "My nervous
system is trying to protect me. It's doing its job. I'm going to help it stand
down.” Then take three slow breaths. Not perfect breaths. Just slower than
your current breathing. That's it. Notice. Name. Breathe. You're not trying to
fix anything. You're just starting to recognize the difference between "I'm
broken” and "I'm activated.” That distinction changes everything.
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CHAPTER 3

THE BREATH YOU'VE-BEEN
HOLDING

Introduction to Breathwork

You've been breathing your entire life. Every moment of every day, whether you're
thinking about it or not, your body breathes. In and out. Thousands of times a day.
It's so automatic, so fundamental, you probably don't give it much thought. But
here's what's also true: right now, as you're reading this, you're probably not
breathing fully. Check. Notice your breath without changing it yet. Is it shallow, up
high in your chest? Are you holding tension as you inhale? Do you pause between
breaths longer than feels natural? Does your exhale feel complete, or does it cut off
early? If your breath is restricted, tight, shallow, or held—you're not alone. Most
people living with chronic stress breathe this way. Your body learned to breathe
just enough to keep you going, but not enough to signal safety. Because here's the
secret that changes everything: your breath is the remote control for your nervous
system.

It's the one autonomic function—the one thing your body does automatically to
keep you alive—that you can also control consciously. And when you change your
breath, you directly change your nervous system state. Not eventually. Not
theoretically. Immediately. You can't tell your heart to slow down and have it obey.
You can't command your cortisol levels to drop. You can't think your way into
feeling calm. But you can change your breath. And when you do, everything else
follows.

This chapter is about reclaiming the most powerful tool you've had all along. The
one that's always with you. The one that costs nothing. The one that works. Your
breath.

¢ Why Breathing Exercises Actually Work

Let's make this simple. No complicated anatomy. Just the essentials. Your breath
and your nervous system are in constant conversation. When your nervous



system perceives a threat and activates into a fight-or-flight response, your
breathing automatically changes: it becomes fast, shallow, and high in the chest.
You're taking quick sips of air, just enough to fuel action—running or fighting.

This is adaptive. This is your hody being brilliant. Quick;shallow.breathing is
exactly right when you're facing immediate danger. But here's the crucial part: the
conversation goes both ways. Not only does stress change your breathing—your
breathing changes your stress.

When you breathe slowly, deeply, with a longer exhale than inhale, you send a
direct signal to your vagus nerve—the major nerve that connects your brain to
your body and controls your parasympathetic (rest and digest) state. That signal
says: "We're safe. No lion is chasing us. We have time to breathe slowly. Stand
down."

Your nervous system receives that signal and responds. Heart rate slows. Blood
pressure drops. Cortisol decreases. Muscles begin to release tension. Digestion
improves. Your mind clears.

This isn't a placebo. This is physiology. You're not trying to convince yourself
you're calm. You're creating the physiological conditions that produce calm. And
the most beautiful part? It works even when you don't believe it will. Your nervous
system doesn't care whether you trust the process. It responds to the signal. All
you have to do is send the signal.

¢ The One Thing You Can Always Control

Think about your life right now. Really think about it. How much can you actually
control? You can't control the test results. You can't control whether your children
call. You can't control your body's limitations or your partner's health or the
economy, or the future. You can't control the past—the losses, the mistakes, the
things you wish had gone differently. You can't control other people—their
opinions, their worries about you, their expectations. You can't control most of
what creates stress in your life. But you can always, always, in any moment,
control your next breath.

Sitting in the waiting room before an appointment you're dreading? You can
control your breath. Lying awake at 3 a.m. with your mind spinning? You can
control your breath. In the middle of a conversation that's making you tense? You
can control your breath. Feeling overwhelmed by a task you need to do? You can
control your breath.



This isn't small. In a life that often feels like it's happening to you rather than with
you, your breath is your point of agency. Your place of power. No one can take it
from you. You don't need permission to use it. You don't need any equipment, any

special space, or any particular time of day.
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You just need to remember. And then do it. One breath. That's all. One breath that's
slower, deeper, more complete than the one you were just taking. That's the
beginning of everything.

¢ The Breathing You've Forgotten How to Do

Watch a baby breathe. Their whole belly rises and falls. Their chest barely moves.
They breathe the way bodies are meant to breathe: deeply, fully, effortlessly. You
used to breathe like that, too. But somewhere along the way—through stress,
through years of holding it together, through decades of "suck it in" and "stand up
straight” and "don't let them see you're struggling"—you forgot.

You started breathing up high in your chest. Shallow. Tight. Just enough. You
started breathing like someone who's bracing for impact. And then you never
stopped. This isn't your fault. This is what happens when life is hard for a long
time. Your body adapts. It conserves. It prioritizes immediate survival over long-
term ease. But here's what matters now: you can relearn. You can teach your body
to breathe the way it's meant to breathe. The way it used to breathe before life
taught it otherwise. And when you do—when you start breathing fully, deeply,
down into your belly—your nervous system gets the message it's been waiting for:
It's safe to let go now.

¢ Three Breathing Techniques That Work (And When to Use
Each One)

Let's get practical. You're going to learn three breathing patterns. Not ten. Not a
complicated system you'll never remember. Three. Each one serves a different
purpose. Each one is simple enough to do in the middle of your real life, not just on
a yoga mat in perfect conditions. Learn all three. Practice all three. And then
choose the one or two that feel right for your body and your life. You don't have to
do all of them. You just need one that works for you.



TECHNIQUE 1: THE 4-7-8 BREATH (FOR IMMEDIATE CALM)

When to use it: When you're activated and need to calm down quickly. Before

bed, if your mind won't settle. Before a stressful appointment. After receiving
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difficult news. Any time your nervous system is in high alert and’ you need to

bring it down.

How it works: This pattern was developed by Dr. Andrew Weil and is sometimes
called a "natural tranquilizer for the nervous system.” The extended exhale and
the pause after the exhale directly activate your parasympathetic nervous system.
The pattern:

 Breathe in quietly through your nose for a count of 4
« Hold your breath for a count of 7

« Exhale completely through your mouth (or nose, if mouth breathing is
uncomfortable) for a count of 8

« This is one cycle. Repeat for 4 cycles.
IMPORTANT NOTES:

 The specific count matters less than the ratio. If 4-7-8 feels too long, try 2-3.5-4
(half the time). The key is that the exhale is twice as long as the inhale.

« Don't strain. If holding for 7 feels uncomfortable, hold for less. This should feel
calming, not like you're suffocating.

e The exhale is the most important part. Make it long, slow, complete—like
you're slowly deflating a balloon.

 You might feel a little lightheaded the first few times. That's normal. Your body
is getting more oxygen than it's used to. It passes.

WHAT IT FEELS LIKE WHEN IT WORKS:

Within 1 to 2 minutes, you should notice your heart rate slowing. Your shoulders
might drop. Your jaw might soften. Your thoughts might become a little less
frantic. You're not going to feel completely calm necessarily, but you'll feel the dial
turning down on the activation.

REAL-LIFE EXAMPLE:

You're in the parking lot before a doctor's appointment, and your chest is tight
with anticipation. You have five minutes. You do four cycles of 4-7-8 breathing



before you walk in. You're still nervous, but you're no longer on the edge of panic.
You can think. You can speak clearly. You're present instead of hijacked.

That's what this breath is for. Bringing you back from the edge.
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TECHNIQUE 2: BOX BREATHING (FOR GROUNDING AND FOCUS)

When to use it: When your mind is scattered and you need to focus. When you're
feeling untethered or dissociated. When you need a steady, rhythmic practice that
feels contained and manageable. When you want something, you can do it for
longer than a few minutes without thinking too hard about it.

How it works: Box breathing (also called square breathing) creates equal parts
inhale, hold, exhale, hold. The symmetry is grounding. The rhythm is soothing.
It's used by Navy SEALS, athletes, and anyone who needs to stay calm under
pressure. The pattern:

 Breathe in through your nose for a count of 4

« Hold your breath for a count of 4

 Breathe out through your nose (or mouth) for a count of 4
« Hold your breath (empty lungs) for a count of 4

« Repeat for 5 to 10 cycles, or as long as it feels good.

IMPORTANT NOTES:

o If 4 counts feels too long or too short, adjust. Try 3 or 5. The key is that all four
sides of the "box" are equal.

 Visualize a box as you breathe: up one side (inhale), across the top (hold), down
the other side (exhale), across the bottom (hold).

« The holds should feel comfortable, not strained. If holding your breath creates
anxiety, shorten the holds or skip them entirely and just do equal inhales and
exhales.

WHAT IT FEELS LIKE WHEN IT WORKS:

Your mind stops jumping from thought to thought. You feel steadier, more
anchored. There's a sense of order, of control. Your breathing becomes something
you're doing intentionally, not something that's happening to you. Time slows
down a little.



REAL-LIFE EXAMPLE:

You wake up at 3 a.m. and your mind immediately starts spinning through

tomorrow's to-do list, a conversation you had three days ago, and something you

forgot to do. You're not panicked, exactly, but you're nowhere near sleep. You start
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box breathing. After 2 or 3 minutes, the thoughts are still there, but they've lost

their urgency. After 5 minutes, you're calm enough that sleep becomes possible

again.

This breath is for creating space between you and the chaos.

TECHNIQUE 3: GENTLE EXTENDED EXHALE (FOR CHRONIC TENSION)

When to use it: When you've been holding tension for so long, you don't even
notice it anymore. When your default state is tight and you need something
sustainable you can do throughout the day. When you're not in crisis, but you're
also not at ease. When you need something so simple, you can do it while doing
other things.

How it works: This is the gentlest, most accessible breathing pattern. There's no
counting, no specific ratio to remember. Just one rule: make your exhale longer
than your inhale. That's it. That's the whole technique.

THE PATTERN:

 Breathe in naturally through your nose (don't force it deeper or longer—just
normal)

 Exhale slowly through your nose or mouth, extending it just a bit longer than
the inhale felt

« Pause naturally at the end of the exhale
« Repeat for as long as you like Important notes:

« This isn't about big, dramatic breaths. It's about subtle shifts. You're just tipping
the balance slightly toward longer exhales.

 You can do this anywhere, any time, without anyone noticing. Sitting in a
waiting room. Standing in line. Watching TV. Lying in bed.

« The extended exhale is the universal signal to your nervous system that you're
safe. Every time you lengthen your out-breath, you're voting for calm.



WHAT IT FEELS LIKE WHEN IT WORKS:

It's subtle. You might not notice a dramatic shift. But over 5, 10, 15 minutes of
breathing this way, you realize your shoulders have dropped. Your jaw isn't
clenched. The background hum of tension has ngUieted' You feel a little more
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spacious inside. Real-life example:

You're making dinner and you notice—because you've been practicing noticing—
that your shoulders are up by your ears and you're rushing even though there's no
reason to rush. You start gently extending your exhales while you chop vegetables.
By the time dinner is ready, your body feels different. Softer. Less like you're
bracing for something. This breath is for shifting your baseline, one exhale at a
time.

¢ Adapting for Real Bodies: When Breathing Is Complicated

Here's what often gets left out of breathing instructions: not everyone can breathe
easily. If you have COPD, asthma, limited lung capacity, chronic pain that makes
deep breathing uncomfortable, or you use supplemental oxygen, standard
breathing exercises might not work for you—or might need significant
adaptation. That's okay. You're not excluded from this. You just need
modifications.

If you have COPD or limited lung capacity:

 Forget "deep” breaths. You're not trying to fill your lungs. You're trying to
extend your exhale relative to your inhale, even if both are small.

« Try pursed-lip breathing: inhale through your nose (even if it's shallow), then
exhale slowly through pursed lips (like you're blowing out a candle very gently).
This creates a small amount of back-pressure that can help keep airways open
and make exhaling easier.

« Focus on the exhale being longer, not bigger. Length matters more than depth.
If you use supplemental oxygen:

 You can still do these techniques. Keep your oxygen on. The patterns still work
—they're about rhythm and ratio, not volume.

 Nasal cannula or mask breathing can feel awkward at first. That's okay. Just
focus on extending the exhale within whatever your normal breathing capacity
is.



If deep breathing causes pain (rib pain, surgical recovery, arthritis in the chest
wall):

« Stay shallow. You can get the nervous system benefits from gentle, rhythmic
breathing that barely looksJike breathing. we cer serrer with ace o

« Focus on the timing and the exhale length, not the depth. Even small breaths
with extended exhales send the right signal.

If holding your breath creates anxiety:

« Skip the holds entirely. Just do extended exhales. That's the most important
part anyway.

¢ Or make the holds very short—one or two seconds. Just long enough to create a
pause, not long enough to trigger panic.

If you have anxiety about "doing it wrong":

« There is no wrong. Your body knows how to breathe. You're just gently guiding
it toward a calmer pattern.

« If you lose count, that's fine. If you forget where you are in the cycle, just start
over. If your mind wanders, notice and come back.

« The attempt is the practice. Imperfect breathing practice is infinitely better
than no breathing practice.

Your breath doesn't have to be perfect. It doesn't have to look like anyone else’s. It
just has to be a little slower, a little fuller, and a little more conscious than it was
before. That's enough.

You Don't Have to Do It Perfectly. You Just Have to Do It.

Here's what will happen: You'll try one of these techniques. Maybe it will feel
awkward. Maybe you'll lose count. Maybe your mind will wander after thirty
seconds, and you'll forget you were even breathing intentionally. That's normal.
That's not failure. Your mind has been doing whatever it wants for decades. Your
breath has been automatic for your entire life. You're not going to master this in
one try. But here's the thing: even one conscious breath changes something. Even
one cycle of 4-7-8 breathing sends a signal to your nervous system. Even two
minutes of box breathing creates a pause in the stress response. Even noticing
your breath and choosing to extend the next exhale shifts something in your body.



You don't need to do it perfectly. You don't need to do it for twenty minutes. You
don't need to do it every day (though that helps). You just need to do it. Once. And
then, when you remember, do it again. Over time—not because you're forcing it,
but because it actually helps—you'll remember more often. It will become

something you reach for instead of sométhing Yot haveé to rémind yolrself to do.

Your breath will become your refuge. The thing you turn to when everything else
feels out of control. But that starts with one imperfect, fumbling attempt. And
then another. And another. Progress isn't perfection. Progress is repetition. So
start. Right now. Pick one of the three techniques. Do one cycle. Just one. Notice
what happens. That's your practice.

¢ When to Use Which Technique: A Simple Guide

You don't need to overthink this, but here's a simple decision tree:

USE 4-7-8 BREATHING WHEN:

« You're in acute stress (bad news, panic rising, can't calm down)
 You need to fall asleep, and your mind won't stop

 You have 2 minutes before something difficult, and you need to settle your
nervous system fast Use Box Breathing when:

« Your mind is scattered, and you need focus
 You're feeling untethered or dissociated and need grounding
« You want a longer practice (5-10 minutes) that's easy to sustain

 You need something rhythmic and predictable Use Extended Exhale breathing
when:

 You're going about your day and notice background tension
« You want something so subtle you can do it anywhere without anyone noticing
« You're not in crisis, but you're also not at ease

 You want to gently shift your baseline over time

And if you can't decide? Default to Extended Exhale. It's the most forgiving, the
most adaptable, the easiest to integrate into real life. You can always do more later.
But you can't do anything if you're paralyzed by options. Pick one. Learn that one.
Let it become second nature. Then explore the others if you want. Simple.
Sustainable. Yours.



& PAUSE & REFLECT

Sit with these questions. Or don't—they're optional. But they might help you

understand your own relationship with breath.
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« When you checked in with your breath at the beginning of this chapter, what
did you notice? Where were you breathing? How did it feel?

« Which of the three techniques feels most accessible or interesting to you?

What draws you to that one?

« What gets in the way of your remembering to use your breath when you're
stressed? (This is useful information—not judgment.)

 Can you think of one specific recurring situation in your life where conscious
breathing might help? (Morning anxiety? Waiting rooms? Before phone calls?
Bedtime?)

4 WHAT TO REMEMBER

 Your breath is the remote control for your nervous system—the one
autonomic function you can consciously change

« When you slow your breathing and extend your exhale, you directly
signal your vagus nerve to activate the parasympathetic (rest and digest)
state

« You can't control most of what creates stress in your life, but you can
always control your next breath

« Three techniques are enough: 4-7-8 for immediate calm, Box Breathing
for grounding and focus, and Extended Exhale for chronic tension

« Breathing exercises work even when you don't believe they will—this is
physiology, not placebo

« Adaptations exist for COPD, limited lung capacity, pain, and oxygen use
—you're not excluded from this practice

« You don't have to do it perfectly; even one conscious breath changes
something in your nervous system



4@ A GENTLE NEXT STEP

This week, choose one breathing technique from this chapter. Practice it
once a day. Just once. Set a reminder on your phone if that helps. Pick a
consistent time: after breaktfalgt? Né’fcc)/fé%gdtvércéﬁ?ifﬂéEy?ovﬁlljgf%gfnc’)on rest.
It doesn't have to be long. Three to five cycles. Two minutes. You're not
trying to fix your whole life. You're just practicing one new pattern. At the
end of the week, notice: Did anything shift? Did you remember to use it at
other times? Did your body start to recognize the pattern? You're building a
relationship with your breath. Like any relationship, it starts with showing

up. Show up once a day this week. That's all.
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CHAPTER 4

COMING HOME-TO-YOUR BODY

Somatic Practices for a Changing Body

Your body has been talking to you for years. It's been whispering through the
tension in your shoulders, shouting through the knot in your stomach, pleading
through the tightness in your jaw. It's been sending you messages in the language
it knows best: sensation.

And for years, maybe decades, you've been too busy to listen. Not because you
don't care. Not because you're neglecting yourself. But because life required you to
keep moving. To push through. To ignore the discomfort and get things done.
Your body learned that its messages would be overridden. So it stopped sending
gentle signals and started holding everything tight, bracing for the next demand,
the next crisis, the next thing you'd have to handle without pause. The tension
you're carrying isn't just stress. It's unheard of communication. It's your body still
trying to tell you something. This chapter is about learning to listen. Not with
your mind, not with analysis or understanding, but with attention. With presence.
With the kind of gentle curiosity you'd offer a friend who's been holding
something heavy for far too long. This is about coming home to your body—not
the body you wish you had, not the body you used to have, but the one you're
living in right now. With its aches and limitations and history. Because this body;,
exactly as it is, is where peace lives. You just have to remember how to find it.

¢ What "Somatic" Means (In Plain Language)

You've probably heard the word "somatic” thrown around in wellness circles. It
sounds complicated. Technical. Like something that requires expertise or special
training.

Here's what it actually means: of the body. That's it. Somatic practices are body-
based practices. Practices that work with sensation, movement, and awareness
rather than just thoughts or words. Somatic work says: your body isn't just
carrying out your mind's orders. Your body has intelligence. It holds memory. It
knows things your thinking mind doesn't know. When something stressful



happened years ago—a loss, a trauma, a period of prolonged difficulty—you might
have "processed” it mentally. Understood it. Made peace with it intellectually.

But your body? Your body might still be holding the bracing pattern you created to
get through it. The tension you needed then but.don'tneed now. Talk.therapy
happens from the neck up. Somatic work happens from the neck down. It's not
better or worse than therapy. It's different. It's complementary. Because you can
understand your stress completely and still feel it in your shoulders. You can
know, rationally, that you're safe, and still have a nervous system that doesn't
believe you.

Somatic practices teach your body—through direct experience, through sensation,
through movement—what your mind already knows: you're allowed to let go now.
Not through force. Not through "should.” Through invitation. Through gentle,
repeated experiences of release. This is about feeling your way back to safety, not
thinking your way there.

¢ Why Body-Based Practices Matter After Sixty

Here's something crucial: your body has been your companion for six, seven,
eight decades or more. It's been with you through everything. Every joy, every
loss, every challenge, every triumph. It's held you up when you thought you
couldn't keep going. It's adapted to the demands you placed on it. It's compensated
for injuries, limitations, and changes. It's kept you alive and functional through
circumstances that would have broken a lesser system. Your body is not your
enemy. It's been your most faithful partner. But somewhere along the way, the
relationship became strained. You started treating your body like a machine that
should just work, regardless of what you asked of it. When it hurt, you pushed
through. When it was tired, you drank more coffee. When it sent signals to slow
down, you ignored them because slowing down wasn't an option.

And your body kept going. Because that's what it does. But it also kept score. Now
you're here. In a body that doesn't bounce back the way it used to. That requires
more rest, more gentleness, more attention. And that can feel like betrayal, like
failure, like loss. But what if it's not betrayal? What if it's an invitation? Your body
slowing down isn't punishment. It's not a weakness. It's your body asking—
sometimes demanding—that you finally come home. That you finally listen. That
you finally treat it with the care it's been giving you all along.

Somatic practices are how you answer that invitation. Not by forcing your body to
be different. Not by trying to reclaim what was. But by meeting your body where it



is, with respect and curiosity and tenderness. And when you do that—when you
stop fighting your body and start listening to it—something miraculous happens.
The tension starts to release. The pain softens. The anxiety quiets. Not because

you've fixed anything, but because you've finally come home.
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¢ Simple Body Scan Practice: Learning to Listen

Before you can release tension, you have to know where you're holding it. That
sounds obvious, but here's the truth: most people have no idea how much tension
they're carrying until someone asks them to notice. You've been living in a state of
low-grade bracing for so long that it feels normal. Your shoulders up by your ears?
That's just how they are. Your jaw clenched? You didn't even realize. Your hands in
fists? You thought everyone's hands did that. The body scan is how you start to
notice. Not to judge, not to fix—just to see. It's one of the simplest somatic
practices, and one of the most powerful. You're going to bring your attention,
slowly and gently, to different parts of your body. You're going to notice what you
notice—sensation, tension, numbness, ease—without trying to change it.

Just noticing is the practice. Awareness is the beginning of release.

¢ How to Do a Body Scan

Find a comfortable position. This can be lying down, sitting in a chair, or even
standing if that's what's available to you. The position matters less than being able
to stay relatively still for a few minutes. Close your eyes if that feels comfortable. If
not, just soften your gaze downward. Take three slow breaths. Just to arrive. Just to
settle. Now, bring your attention to your feet. Not your thoughts about your feet—
just the sensation of your feet. Are they warm or cool? Can you feel them against
your socks, your shoes, the floor? Is there tension? Ease? Numbness? Don't try to
change anything. Just notice. After 10 to 15 seconds, move your attention up to
your ankles and lower legs. Same process. What do you notice? Tightness?
Heaviness? Lightness? Nothing at all? Continue moving your attention slowly up
your body:

* Knees

« Thighs

 Hips and pelvis

» Lower back and abdomen

e Mid-back and chest



 Shoulders (this is where most people discover they're holding significant
tension)

« Upper arms, elbows, forearms, hands

e Neck (another common holdingplace) v — we cet sBeTTER WiTH AGE
 Jaw (pay special attention here—most people clench without knowing it)
« Face—your forehead, your eyes, your cheeks

« The crown of your head

The whole scan might take 3 to 5 minutes. Or 10 minutes if you go slowly.

There's no rush. When you notice tension, resist the urge to immediately "fix" it.
Just acknowledge it. Ah, there's tightness in my shoulders. There's a clench in my
jaw. Sometimes, just the act of noticing will cause the tension to soften on its own.
Your body, finally feeling seen, might release a little. If it doesn't, that's okay too.
You're not failing. You're learning your own landscape. When you've moved
through your whole body, take three more slow breaths. Notice if anything feels
different than when you started. Then, gently, open your eyes.

¢ What You Might Discover

The first time you do a body scan, you might be surprised—or dismayed—by how
much tension you're carrying. Places you thought were relaxed are actually braced.
Areas you've been ignoring are screaming for attention. This is good information.
This is not bad news. You can't release what you don't acknowledge. You can't
soften what you don't notice. The body scan isn't about achieving a relaxed state.
It's about building awareness. And awareness, practiced over time, naturally leads
to release. Some people do a body scan and feel deeply relaxed afterward. Others
feel more tense at first, because they're finally paying attention to what they've
been ignoring. Both responses are normal. Your body is allowed to feel however it
feels. You're just here to witness it. Over time—days, weeks, months of practice—
the body scan becomes something else. It becomes a way of checking in. A way of
noticing stress before it becomes overwhelming. A way of catching tension early
and releasing it before it settles in for the long haul. You're learning your own early
warning system. And that system is your body.

¢ Gentle Movements That Release Stored Stress

Now that you've learned to notice where tension lives, let's talk about how to
release it. Not through force. Not through aggressive stretching or pushing your



body past its limits. Through small, gentle, deliberate movements that give your
nervous system permission to let go. These aren't exercises in the traditional
sense. You're not trying to build strength or increase flexibility (though those
might happen as side effects). You're trying to complete the stress cycle your body
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Remember: when your nervous system activates into fight or flight, it's
preparing you to move—to literally fight or run. But most modern stress doesn't
get resolved through action. You sit through the stressful meeting. You lie awake
with worry. You receive difficult news and have nowhere to go with the activation.
The energy gets stuck. The tension gets stored. These movements help release
what's stored. They help your body finish what it started.

¢ Movement 1: Shoulder Rolls (Releasing the Weight)

What it releases: Tension in the shoulders, neck, and upper back—the places
where most people store stress.

How to do it: Sit or stand comfortably. Let your arms hang by your sides. Slowly
lift your shoulders toward your ears. Really exaggerate it—bring them as high as
you can without straining. Hold for 2 to 3 seconds. Notice the tension you're
creating. Then let them drop. Just release. Let gravity pull them down.

Notice the difference between the held tension and the release. Now, roll your
shoulders backward in slow, smooth circles. Up, back, down, forward. Do this 5 to
10 times. Then roll them forward. Up, forward, down, back. Another 5 to 10 times.
Move slowly. This isn't a workout. It's a conversation with your body. As you roll,
notice if there are sticky spots—places where the movement isn't smooth. Don't
force through them. Just notice. Move gently through whatever range feels
available to you. When you're done, pause. Take a breath. Notice if your shoulders
feel different. Lighter? Lower? Warmer?

Why it works: Your shoulders carry the metaphorical weight of the world.

"Shouldering” responsibility is literal—your body lifts and tenses when you're
carrying stress. This movement gives you a chance to physically put down what
you've been carrying.

¢ Movement 2: Jaw Release (Unclenching What's Been Held)

What it releases: Tension in the jaw, face, and temples—often connected to
anxiety and unexpressed words.



How to do it: Sit comfortably. Place your fingertips lightly on your jaw joints
(right in front of your ears, where your jaw hinges). Gently open your mouth. Not
wide—just comfortably open. Feel the movement under your fingertips. Close
your mouth slowly. Repeat this 5 to 10 times, very slowly. Notice if your jaw moves
smoothly or if there's clicking; tightnéss, of asymrhetty. Now, with vour mouth
closed, move your jaw gently side to side. Just a small movement. Right, then left.
Repeat 5 to 10 times. Finally, do this: Open your mouth slightly and make a long,
gentle "ahhhh" sound. Let it vibrate in your throat and jaw. Do this 3 times. The
sound creates vibration, which helps release tension in ways that silent movement
can't. When you're finished, close your mouth and rest. Notice your jaw. Is it
softer? Less clenched?

Why it works: You've been clenching your jaw—during the day, at night while you
sleep, whenever stress appears. This tension restricts blood flow, causes
headaches, and creates more stress. Consciously releasing it interrupts the
pattern.

¢ Movement 3: Hand Squeezes and Releases (Letting Go)

What it releases: Tension in the hands, forearms, and symbolically, the grip you
have on things you can't control.

How to do it: Sit comfortably with your hands resting in your lap or on your
thighs. Make tight fists with both hands. Squeeze hard. Feel the tension in your
hands, your forearms, maybe even up into your shoulders. Hold for 5 seconds.
Really feel the squeezing. Then release. Open your hands completely. Let your
fingers spread. Shake your hands gently, like you're shaking off water. Notice the
relief. The flow of sensation. The difference between holding and releasing. Repeat
this 5 times: squeeze, hold, release, shake. On the last release, rest your hands
palm-up in your lap. Close your eyes. Notice the tingling, the warmth, the
aliveness in your hands.

Why it works: Your hands grip when you're stressed—steering wheels, armrests,
the edges of tables. You're literally holding on. This practice teaches your body the
felt sense of letting go. And that lesson transfers beyond your hands.

¢ Movement 4: Gentle Spinal Twist (Wringing Out Tension)

What it releases: Tension in the mid and lower back, abdomen, and sides—where
stress often settles and restricts breathing.



How to do it (seated version): Sit in a chair with your feet flat on the floor, hip-
width apart. Place your right hand on your left knee and your left hand on the
back of the chair or the armrest behind you. Inhale, and as you inhale, imagine
lengthening your spine—sitting up just a little taller. Exhale, and as you exhale,
gently twist to the left. Let your hédd'and shouldets T6low the twist, But don't
force it. Only go as far as you feel comfortable. Hold the twist for 3 to 5 breaths.
With each exhale, see if you can soften a little more into the twist—not pushing,
just allowing. Inhale and slowly return to center. Pause. Notice. Repeat on the
other side: left hand on right knee, right hand behind you, twist to the right. Move
slowly. Honor your body'’s limitations. This isn't about how far you can twist—it's
about the gentle wringing-out sensation.

Why it works: Twisting movements mobilize the spine and create space between
vertebrae. They also gently compress and release the organs in your torso, which
can help release held tension in your gut (where anxiety often lives).

¢ Movement 5: Full-Body Shake (Completing the Stress Cycle)

What it releases: Deep, stored activation that other movements might not reach.
This is how animals in the wild release stress after a threat passes—they literally
shake it off.

How to do it: Stand if you're able, or sit at the edge of your chair. Start by gently
shaking your hands, like you're shaking off water. Let the movement be loose,
easy. Gradually let the shaking move up your arms. Then into your shoulders. If
you're standing, let your knees be soft and let the shaking move down into your
legs and feet. Let your whole body tremor gently for 30 seconds to 2 minutes. This
might feel silly. That's okay. Silly is good. Silly means you're not taking yourself
too seriously. You're not trying to make anything happen. You're just allowing
your body to shake, vibrate, tremor—however it wants to move. When you're done,
stand or sit still. Take a few deep breaths. Notice how you feel. Many people report
feeling lighter, more spacious, even a little tingly.

Why it works: This is one of the most primal ways the nervous system discharges
activation. When you tremor, you're literally shaking stress out of your tissues. It
sounds strange, but it works. Ask any dog who's just been startled—they shake,
and then they're fine.



¢ Working With Pain, Not Around It

Here's something important: these movements might make you aware of pain
you've been ignoring. That doesn't mean stop. It means go gently. Pain is

information. It's your body's way, of saying, "pay attentionhere.’, .. .

THERE'S A DIFFERENCE BETWEEN:

 Discomfort (unfamiliar sensation, a stretch, the feeling of releasing something
tight)

« Pain (sharp, shooting, burning, or a sensation that makes you want to brace
and pull away)

Discomfort is okay to work with. Lean into it gently. Breathe into it. See if it
softens. Pain is a boundary. Respect it. Don't push through pain. Back off, modify;,
or skip that movement entirely. Your body has been through enough. It doesn't
need you to override its signals anymore. It needs you to listen.

If you have arthritis, osteoporosis, chronic pain conditions, or any limitation that
affects movement, adapt everything. Make the movements smaller. Move more
slowly. Do fewer repetitions. The size of the movement doesn't matter. The
intention does. Even the tiniest shoulder roll, even the gentlest jaw release, sends
the signal: I'm paying attention. I'm here with you. You're allowed to let go. That's
enough.

¢ Chair-Based Somatic Exercises (For Limited Mobility)

Everything in this chapter can be done seated. In fact, most of it is designed for
seated practice because that's the reality for many people after sixty. But let's be
specific about modifications for those who have significant mobility limitations:

If you can't lift your arms overhead: Don't. Shoulder rolls work just as well with
smaller movements. Even just shrugging your shoulders up and down is enough.
If twisting your spine is painful or impossible: Do a seated side bend instead. Sit
tall, reach your right arm over your head, and lean gently to the left. Hold, breathe,
return to center. Repeat on the other side.

If you can't stand to do the full-body shake, shake your hands and arms while
seated. Let your upper body tremor gently. The principle is the same.

If turning your head to scan your body creates dizziness or pain, keep your head
still and just move your attention. The body scan is about awareness, not physical
movement.



The point is never to do the "perfect” version of a movement. The point is to do
something—anything—that brings you into a relationship with your body. A tiny
movement done with awareness is infinitely more powerful than a big movement

done while checked out.
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¢ Permission: You Can Stop Any Time

One more thing before we close this chapter: You are in charge of your body.
Always. If a movement doesn't feel right, stop. If a practice brings up difficult
emotions (somatic work can do that—releasing physical tension sometimes
releases emotional tension too), pause. Breathe. You can come back to it later, or
never. You don't owe anyone—including yourself—your discomfort. These
practices are invitations, not obligations. Some will resonate. Some won't. Some
will work beautifully for a while and then stop working, and that's fine too. Your
body is the expert on your body. Not me. Not any teacher. You. Listen to it. Trust it.
And when it says "not this, not now," honor that. There will be other practices.
Other days. Other ways to come home.

& PAUSE & REFLECT

Spend some time with these questions, or just let them simmer in the
background.

o When you did the body scan (or imagined doing it), where did you notice the
most tension? Were you surprised by anything?

« Which of the five movements feels most accessible or appealing to you? What
draws you to that one?

« What does "coming home to your body" mean to you? What would it feel like
to be at ease in your own skin?

o Is there resistance to slowing down and paying attention to your body? If so,
what does that resistance sound like? (No judgment—just curiosity.)

9 WHAT TO REMEMBER

 Your body has been talking to you through tension and sensation for
years—somatic practices teach you to listen.



« "Somatic" simply means "of the body"—these are practices that work
through sensation and movement, not just thought.s

« Your body isn't your enemy; it's been your most faithful partner, and it's

asking you to finally come home and listen.
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« The body scan teaches awareness without judgment—just noticing
where tension lives is the beginning of release.

« Five gentle movements (shoulder rolls, jaw release, hand squeezes,
spinal twists, full-body shaking) help discharge stored stress and
complete the stress cycle your body started but never finished.

 Painis a boundary to respect, not push through—discomfort is okay to
work with, but sharp pain means stop.p

« Every movement can be adapted for limited mobility, chronic conditions,
or pain—the size of the movement matters less than the intention and
awareness

4@ A GENTLE NEXT STEP
This week, choose one somatic practice:

Either: Do a 3 to 5 minute body scan once a day (morning, before bed, or
midday—whatever works)

Or: Pick one of the five movements and do it once a day when you notice
tension You don't have to do multiple practices. You don't have to do long
sessions. You're just building the habit of listening to your body and
responding with gentleness. Set a reminder if that helps. Or attach it to
something you already do: body scan after your morning coffee, shoulder
rolls before bed, jaw release after lunch. Small. Consistent. Kind. That's how
you come home.
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CHAPTER 5

STILLNESS WITHOUT:- - .
PRESSURE

Meditation That Actually Works

Let's start by clearing something up. When you hear the word "meditation,” what
comes to mind? Maybe it's a person sitting cross-legged on a cushion, back
perfectly straight, face serene, mind empty. Maybe it's incense and chanting and
spirituality that feel foreign to you. Maybe it's something you've tried before—
sitting there feeling like you're doing it wrong because your mind won't stop
thinking.

Here's the truth: almost everything you think you know about meditation is
wrong. Or at least, it's incomplete. Because the version of meditation that gets sold
in wellness culture—the Instagram version, the "just clear your mind” version—is
not only inaccessible to most people, it's also not how meditation actually works.
Real meditation isn't about emptying your mind. It's not about achieving perfect
stillness or transcendent bliss. It's not about becoming someone you're not. Real
meditation is much simpler, much more forgiving, and much more powerful than
that. It's about noticing. Allowing. Returning.

That's it. Notice what's happening in your mind and body. Allow it to be there
without fighting it. And when your attention wanders (which it will) constantly),
gently return it to your anchor—your breath, a word, a sensation. Notice. Allow.
Return. Over and over and over. That's the practice. And if you can do that—even
for three minutes, even imperfectly, even while your mind protests the entire time
—you're meditating. This chapter is about reclaiming meditation from the
perfectionists and the spiritual gatekeepers. It's about finding a practice that
works for your body, your mind, your life as it actually is. Not meditation as
performance. Meditation as homecoming.



¢ What Meditation ISN'T

Before we talk about what meditation is, let's dismantle some myths. Because
these myths are probably the reason you think meditation isn't for you.

Myth 1: Meditation means emptyitfg Yol thind " ©= 577" Wi Ace ¢

No. Your mind thinks. That's its job. Asking your mind to stop thinking is like
asking your heart to stop beating. It's not going to happen, and trying to force it
just creates frustration. Meditation isn't about stopping thoughts. It's about
changing your relationship with thoughts. Instead of being pulled along by every
thought that arises, you practice noticing: Oh, there's a thought about dinner.
There's a worry about tomorrow. There's a memory from 1987. You're not trying to
make the thoughts go away. You're practicing not getting swept away by them.

Myth 2: You have to sit in an uncomfortable position.

No. You can meditate in a chair. In your bed. Lying down. Standing. Walking. The
position matters far less than your ability to be relatively still and relatively
comfortable. If sitting cross-legged on the floor causes pain, don't do it. Pain is not
part of the practice. Comfort is.

Myth 3: Meditation is religious or spiritual, and you have to believe in something.
No. While meditation has roots in various spiritual traditions, the practice itself is
secular. It's a mental training technique. You don't have to believe in anything
except the possibility that paying attention might change something. You can be
completely skeptical and still meditate. In fact, skepticism is fine. Your nervous
system will respond to the practice whether you believe in it or not.

Myth 4: If your mind wanders, you're failing.

This is the big one. This is the myth that stops most people. Your mind will
wander. That's not failure. That's the practice. The practice isn't staying focused.
The practice is noticing when you've wandered and gently bringing your attention
back. Every time you notice and return, you're succeeding. That's one rep. That's
one moment of training your attention. You might return 500 times in a 10-
minute meditation. That means you succeeded 500 times.

Myth 5: Meditation should feel peaceful and blissful.
Sometimes it does. Often it doesn't. Sometimes meditation feels boring.

Sometimes it feels agitating. Sometimes you sit there and all you feel is how much
your back hurts or how desperately you want to check your phone. That's all okay.



That's all part of it.

You're not meditating to feel a certain way. You're meditating to be with
whatever's actually here, without needing it to be different. And paradoxically, that

acceptance—that willingness tobeswith what is—is-what.eventually creates the
space for peace.

¢ What Meditation Actually IS

So if it's not about emptying your mind or achieving bliss, what is it? Meditation is
attention training. That's the most accurate, least mystical way to describe it.
You're training your attention to:

« Notice where it is
« Notice when it's wandered
« Return it to a chosen anchor (breath, sensation, sound, word)

Do this over and over without judgment

Why does this matter? Because where your attention goes, your nervous system
follows.

If your attention is constantly pulled into the past (ruminating, regretting) or the
future (worrying, anticipating), your nervous system stays activated. Because to
your body, thinking about a threat feels the same as experiencing a threat. But
when you practice bringing your attention to the present moment—to the
sensation of breath, to the sounds around you, to the feeling of your body in the
chair—your nervous system receives the signal: we're here, we're now, we're safe.
Not because you're telling yourself you're safe. Because you're demonstrating
safety through where you place your attention.

Meditation is how you practice being here, now, instead of being lost in the stories
your mind tells about what was or what might be. And the more you practice, the
more that ability transfers to the rest of your life. You start to notice when you're
spinning in worry. You start to catch yourself before you're fully hijacked. You start
to have a choice about where your attention goes. That's not a small thing. That's
everything.



¢ Three-Minute Practices for Beginners (Because You Have to
Start Somewhere)

You don't need to meditate for 20 minutes or 30 minutes, or an hour. You need to
meditate for however long yoy'll actually do it. For most beginners, especially
skeptical beginners, that means starting very small. Three minutes. You can do
almost anything for three minutes. Here are three different three-minute
practices. Try all of them. See which one feels most accessible to you. Then do that
one for a week before you try to do more.

¢ Practice 1: Breath Counting Meditation

What it is: You count your breaths from 1 to 10, then start over. Simple.
Structured. Your mind has something to do.

How to do it: Sit comfortably. Close your eyes or lower your gaze. Take three
settling breaths. Now, breathe naturally. Don't control your breath—just observe it.
On your first exhale, silently count "one.” On your second exhale, count "two."
Continue up to "ten.” When you reach ten, start over at "one.”

When your mind wanders (and it will), just notice: Oh, I'm thinking about lunch. I
lost count. No problem. Start over at "one.” You might start over 20 times in three
minutes. That's fine. That's the practice. Do this for three minutes. Use a timer so
you don't have to keep checking. When the timer sounds, take one more deep
breath, and open your eyes.

Why this works: Counting gives your mind a task, which makes it easier to notice
when you've drifted. The repetition is soothing. And you're training your attention
without pressure.

¢ Practice 2: Body Sensation Meditation

What it is: You anchor your attention in physical sensation—usually the points
where your body makes contact with what's supporting it.

How to do it: Sit comfortably in a chair. Close your eyes or soften your gaze. Take
three settling breaths. Now, bring your attention to the sensation of your feet on
the floor. Really feel it. The pressure. The temperature. The solidity. After about 30
seconds, shift your attention to your legs on the chair. What does that contact feel
like? Then your hands—wherever they're resting. On your thighs, in your lap, on
the armrests. Feel the temperature, the pressure, the texture. Finally, you're back



against the chair (if applicable). The support. The contact. As your mind wanders,
gently bring it back to sensation. Not thoughts about sensation, to the actual
feeling. Do this for three minutes.

Why this works: Sensation isalways happening in the present mement. When
you anchor in sensation, you can't be ruminating about the past or worrying
about the future. It's a direct path to now.

¢ Practice 3: Sound Meditation

What it is: You use sound as your anchor. Whatever sounds arise—birds, traffic,
the hum of the refrigerator, voices in another room—you simply notice them.

How to do it: Sit comfortably. Close your eyes or soften your gaze. Take three
settling breaths. Now, open your awareness to sound. Don't go looking for sounds
—Tlet them come to you. Notice sounds as they arise. Near, far, loud, soft. You don't
have to name them or analyze them. Just hear them. When your mind wanders
into thought, gently bring your attention back to listening. Do this for three
minutes.

Why this works: Sound happens without your effort. You don't have to create it or
control it. You just received it. This practice teaches receptivity—letting
experience come to you instead of chasing it.

¢ Starting Small Isn't Cheating

Three minutes might sound laughably short to you. You might be thinking, What's
the point? What can three minutes possibly do? Three minutes to build the habit.
Three minutes proves to your nervous system that this is safe, that you can do it,
that it's not one more overwhelming obligation. And here's what happens when
you commit to three minutes a day for a week: Some days, you'll do your three
minutes and feel like it was pointless. Fine. You still did it. Some days, you'll do
your three minutes and feel noticeably calmer. Good. That's feedback. And some
days, you'll get to three minutes and realize you want to keep going. That's when
you know you're ready for more. But if you start by trying to meditate for 20
minutes, you'll likely give up after two days. Because it feels like too much.
Because you don't have the attentional stamina yet. Three minutes is not cheating.
Three minutes is strategic.

You're building capacity. Gradually. Sustainably. In a way that your brain and
nervous system can actually integrate. Once three minutes feels doable, go to five.



Then seven. Then ten. But start with three. And be proud of three.

¢ Loving-Kindness Meditation (Especially Powerful for Seniors)

Now let’s talk about a specific type.of meditation that's especially relevant for
people navigating the challenges of aging: loving-kindness meditation (also called

"metta”).

This practice might sound soft or sentimental. It's not. It's one of the most
powerful interventions for stress, loneliness, self-criticism, and resentment.
Here's why it matters for seniors specifically: You're likely dealing with loss of
people, of abilities, of identity, of independence. You're likely facing a culture that
devalues aging. You're likely carrying some amount of anger (at your body, at
circumstances, at people who don't understand). And you're likely being harder on
yourself than you'd ever be on anyone else. Loving-kindness meditation is the
antidote to all of that. It's a practice of deliberately generating goodwill —toward
yourself first, and then toward others. It sounds simple. It's not easy. But it works.

¢ How Loving-Kindness Meditation Works

The practice has a basic structure: you silently repeat a series of phrases
directed at yourself, then at others. The traditional phrases are:

May I be safe.
May I be healthy.
May I be at ease.
May I be happy.

You're not trying to force yourself to feel these things. You're not pretending
everything is fine. You're planting seeds. You're making an offering to yourself.
Over time—with repetition, with consistency—something shifts. The critical voice
gets a little quieter. The self-compassion gets a little louder. The armor softens.
This isn't magical thinking. It's neuroplasticity. What you practice grows stronger.
If you practice criticism, criticism grows. If you practice kindness, kindness
grows. Even if you don't believe the words at first, say them anyway. Your nervous
system is listening.



¢ Loving-Kindness Practice (Step-by-Step)

Step 1: Start with yourself Sit comfortably. Close your eyes. Take three breaths.
Bring to mind an image of yourself—not as you wish you were, but as you are right

now. In this body. At this age. With all your, imperfections.and struggles and
history. Place one hand on your heart if that feels comfortable. Silently repeat

these phrases:
May I be safe.
May I be healthy.
May I be at ease.
May I be happy.

Say them slowly. Let each phrase have space. Repeat the cycle 3 to 5 times. If
resistance comes up—"I don't deserve this” or "This is stupid"—just notice it. Let
it be there. Keep saying the phrases.

Step 2: Extend to someone you love Now bring to mind someone easy to love. A
grandchild. A dear friend. Someone who makes you smile just thinking of them.
See them in your mind. And repeat the phrases, now directed at them:

May you be safe.

May you be healthy.

May you be at ease.

May you be happy.

Repeat 3 to 5 times. Feel what it's like to wish someone well.

Step 3: Extend to a neutral person Now bring to mind someone neutral—someone
you see regularly but don't have strong feelings about. The mail carrier. The
person at the checkout counter. A neighbor you barely know. Repeat the phrases
for them:

May you be safe.
May you be healthy.
May you be at ease.

May you be happy.



Why neutral? Because it trains you to recognize that everyone—even people you
don't know—deserves kindness.

¢ Step 4: (Optional) Extend to someone difficult
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This step is advanced. Don't do it until you're very comfortable with the first three.

Bring to mind someone you have difficulty with. Not someone who's harmed you
deeply—start smaller. Someone who irritates you. Someone you're holding a
grudge against. See if you can offer them the phrases:

May you be safe.
May you be healthy.
May you be at ease.
May you be happy.

This doesn't mean condoning their behavior. It means releasing the hold they
have on you. Resentment hurts you more than it hurts them. This is for your
freedom, not theirs.

Step 5: Close with yourself again Return to yourself. Hand on heart, if that feels
good.

May I be safe.
May I be healthy.
May I be at ease.
May I be happy.

Take three deep breaths. Open your eyes.

¢ Why This Practice Is Especially Powerful for Seniors

You've spent decades caring for others. Putting yourself last. Being strong for
everyone else. This practice asks you to include yourself in the circle of care. It
directly counters the internalized ageism that says you're less valuable now. The
self-criticism that says you should be able to do more. The loneliness that says no
one cares. It reminds you, in the most fundamental way: you are worthy of
kindness. Not because of what you do or how useful you are. Just because you're
here. You exist. That's enough. And when you practice offering kindness to
yourself, something remarkable happens:



you have more kindness available for others. Not from depletion, but from
overflow. You can't pour from an empty cup. This practice fills the cup.

¢ Walking Meditation (For Those Who Can't Sit Still)
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Maybe sitting meditation feels impossible for you. Maybe your body hurts when

you sit for more than a few minutes. Maybe your mind is so active that sitting still
makes you more anxious, not less. Then don't sit. Walk instead. Walking
meditation is a full-fledged practice, not a consolation prize. In some traditions,
it's considered just as valuable as seated meditation—sometimes more so, because
it's easier to stay present when your body is moving.

¢ How to Do Walking Meditation

Find a space where you can walk slowly without obstacles. This could be:
« A hallway in your home

 Your backyard or patio

« A quiet room where you can walk back and forth

You only need about 10 to 20 feet of space. You're not going anywhere. You're just
walking.

The practice: Stand still for a moment. Feel your feet on the ground. Take three
breaths. Begin walking very slowly. Much slower than your normal pace. Almost
comically slow.

Pay attention to the sensation of walking:

 The lifting of your foot

« The moving through the air

« The placing back down

 The shifting of weight from one foot to the other

You can silently note what's happening: Lifting. Moving. Placing. Shifting. Or
you can just feel it without words.

When your mind wanders (it will), gently bring your attention back to the
sensation of walking. Walk to the end of your space, pause, turn around, and walk
back. Do this for 5 to 10 minutes, or as long as it feels right.



Why this works: Movement is grounding. It's easier for many people to stay
present in their bodies when those bodies are moving. The slowness is key—it
forces you to pay attention. You can't walk this slowly on autopilot. And unlike
seated meditation, there's no pressure on your back, hips, or joints. Your body gets
to move while your mind gets‘to Settlé, “*-" — WE ©FT BETTER WITH ACE e

¢ Dealing with "My Mind Won't Stop" (Spoiler: That's Normal)

Let's address the number one complaint about meditation: "I tried it. My mind
wouldn't stop. I couldn't do it." Here's the truth: your mind didn't stop for the
Buddha either.

The human mind produces somewhere between 12,000 and 60,000 thoughts per
day. Most of them are repetitive. Most of them are useless. And none of that stops
when you sit down to meditate. The point isn't to stop thoughts. The point is to
stop identifying with every thought as if it's true and important. Think of your
mind like a radio that's always on. Most of the time, you're completely absorbed in
whatever station is playing—the worry station, the planning station, the regret
station.

Meditation is learning to hear the radio without believing everything it says. You
start to recognize: Oh, that's just the worry station again. That's the same song it
plays every day. And slowly, over time, the radio gets a little quieter. Not silent. Just
quieter. And you get better at choosing whether to pay attention to it or not. So,
when your mind is loud during meditation? That's not failure. That's the practice.
The practice is noticing:

Wow, my mind is really loud right now. And then returning to your breath, or your
body, or your anchor. Again. And again. And again. Every return is a success. Every
notice-and-return is one moment of training your attention. That's all meditation
is. And you're doing it exactly right.

& PAUSE & REFLECT

Take a moment with these questions. Let them be gentle invitations, not
obligations.

« What myths or misconceptions about meditation have you been carrying?

How does it feel to let those go?



« Which of the three beginner practices (breath counting, body sensation, or
sound) feels most accessible to you? What draws you to that one?

« When you imagine sitting quietly with yourself for even three minutes, what

comes up? Resistance? Curiosity? Peace? Restlessness?
¢ FINDING CALM — WE GET BETTER WITH AGE e

« If you were to offer yourself the loving-kindness phrases right now—May I be
safe, may I be healthy, may I be at ease, may I be happy—what happens in
your body? What happens in your heart?

4 WHAT TO REMEMBER

¢ Meditation isn't about emptying your mind or achieving bliss—it's about
noticing, allowing, and returning your attention when it wanders.

« Your mind will wander constantly; that's not failure, that's the practice—
every time you notice and return, you're succeeding.

« You don't need to sit in an uncomfortable position, believe in anything
spiritual, or meditate for long periods—three minutes in a comfortable
chair is real meditation.

« Three practices for beginners: breath counting (structured, gives your
mind something to do), body sensation (anchors you in the present), and
sound meditation (teaches receptivity)

« Loving-kindness meditation is especially powerful for seniors dealing
with self-criticism, loss, and internalized ageism—it directly counters
the belief that you're less worthy now.

« Walking meditation is a full practice for those who can't or don't want to
sit still—movement can make it easier to stay present.

« The point isn't to stop thoughts; it's to stop identifying with every
thought as if it's absolutely true—you're learning to hear the radio
without believing everything it says

4@ A GENTLE NEXT STEP

This week, commit to one three-minute meditation practice per day.



CHOOSE ONE:

Breath counting

Body sensation

Sound meditation ¢ FINDING CALM — WE GET BETTER WITH AGE ¢
Loving-kindness (just the self-compassion part)

Walking meditation

Pick the same time each day if possible: right after you wake up, after lunch,
before bed. Set a timer for three minutes so you don't have to keep
checking. That's all. Three minutes. One practice. Seven days. Don't judge
whether it's "working." Don't analyze whether you're doing it right. Just
show up for three minutes and notice what happens. At the end of the
week, you'll have shown up seven times. That's seven times more than
most people ever do. And seven times is enough to start changing your
relationship with stillness.
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CHAPTER 6

THE STORIES YOUR-BODY:- -
TELLS

Recognizing Stress Patterns

You've been living with your stress for so long, you might not even recognize it
anymore. It's become part of the furniture. Part of the landscape. Just the way
things are. The tightness in your chest when the phone rings unexpectedly?
Normal. The way your shoulders creep up toward your ears whenever you're
running late? Just how your body is. The knot in your stomach every Sunday
evening, or every time you have to make a phone call, or every morning when you
first wake up? That's just you. Except it's not just you. And it's not normal. It's your
body telling you a story. A story about what it thinks is safe and what it thinks is
dangerous. A story about what it's learned to brace for, what it's waiting to happen,
what it's still trying to protect you from. Your body has been narrating your stress
for years. You've just stopped hearing it. This chapter is about learning to listen
again. Not in a general, vague way—but specifically. Precisely. So you can
recognize your stress before it takes over your day, your week, your life. Because
you can't change what you don't notice. And you can't interrupt a pattern you
don't recognize.

But once you see it? Once you know your body's unique stress signature?

Everything changes. You catch it early. You intervene sooner. You stop the spiral
before it spins out of control. This is about becoming fluent in the language your
body speaks. And that language is sensation.

¢ Your Personal Stress Signature

No two people experience stress exactly the same way. Some people feel it first in
their gut—nausea, butterflies, a clenching deep in their abdomen. Some people
feel it in their chest—tightness, pressure, like they can't take a full breath. Some
people feel it in their head—tension headaches, jaw pain, grinding teeth at night
without realizing it. Some people feel it in their throat—a lump, a constriction,



difficulty swallowing. Some people feel it in their hands—cold fingers, sweaty
palms, an urge to fidget or grip something.

Your stress has a signature. A pattern. A predictable way it shows up in your
specific body. And once you know.that patternyyoit have power. Becawse
recognition is the first step in interruption. Think about it: if you don't realize
you're stressed until you're already snapping at people, or lying awake at 2 a.m., or
doubled over with stomach pain, you've missed the early warning signs. You're
already deep in the reaction. But if you can catch it when it's just starting—when
your shoulders first start to rise, when your breath first starts to shallow, when
that familiar tightness first appears—you can do something about it.

You can take three deep breaths. You can do shoulder rolls. You can step outside for
a moment. You can use one of the techniques you've learned in this book. You can
intervene before the stress becomes overwhelming. That's what this chapter
teaches you: how to read your own early warning system.

Where Does Stress Live in Your Body?

Close your eyes for a moment. Think about the last time you were truly stressed—
not just busy, but actually stressed. Worried. Anxious. Overwhelmed. Where did
you feel it?

Don't think about it. Feel for it. Scan your memory of that moment and notice:

where in your body was the stress located? Most people, when they really pay
attention, discover that stress shows up in predictable places. And usually, it's one
of these areas:

¢ The Shoulders and Upper Back

What it feels like: Tension, tightness, a feeling of carrying weight. Your shoulders
might creep up toward your ears without you noticing. Your upper back might feel
like it's made of concrete.

What it means: Shoulders are where we literally "shoulder” burdens. When you're
stressed, your body braces as if preparing to lift something heavy or protect
yourself from a blow from above. This is ancient wiring—protecting the
vulnerable neck and head.

The metaphor your body is speaking: I'm carrying too much. The weight is too
heavy. I have to hold everything up. Early warning sign: Notice when your



shoulders are no longer resting on your ribcage. When there's space between your
ears and shoulders that shouldn't be there.

¢ The Jaw and Face
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What it feels like: Clenched jaw, tight temples, grinding teeth (especially at
night), tension headaches that start at the base of your skull and wrap around your
head.

What it means: The jaw clenches when you're holding back—holding back words
you want to say, emotions you can't express, needs you're not allowed to have. It's
also a bracing pattern, preparing for conflict or impact. The metaphor your body
is speaking: I have to hold this in. I can't let this out. I have to stay controlled. Early
warning sign: Run your tongue along the inside of your cheeks. Are there ridges
from pressing your teeth together? Is your tongue pressed against the roof of your
mouth? That's chronic jaw tension.

¢ The Chest and Breath

What it feels like: Tightness across your chest, shallow breathing, feeling like you
can't take a full breath, sometimes accompanied by heart palpitations or a feeling
of pressure on your sternum.

What it means: When you're in fight-or-flight, your breathing automatically
becomes shallow and rapid to prepare for quick action. When stress is chronic,
this shallow breathing becomes your baseline. The tightness is your body literally
constricting, protecting your heart and lungs. The metaphor your body is
speaking:

There's not enough—not enough air, not enough space, not enough safety.

Early warning sign: Notice how deep your breath goes. If you're only breathing
into the top third of your lungs, if your belly isn't moving when you breathe, that's
stress showing up in your respiratory system.

¢ The Stomach and Gut

What it feels like: Nausea, butterflies, cramping, urgent need to use the
bathroom, loss of appetite or stress eating, a feeling of something knotted or
clenched deep in your abdomen.



What it means: Your gut and your brain are in constant communication via the
vagus nerve. When your nervous system is activated, digestion shuts down—it's
not a priority when you're trying to survive. Chronic stress means chronic

digestive disruption.
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The metaphor your body is speaking: This doesn't feel right. Something's
wrong. I can't digest this (literally and metaphorically). Early warning sign: Pay
attention to your appetite and digestion. Are you skipping meals because your
stomach is upset? Are you eating when you're not hungry because you're anxious?
Both are signs.

¢ The Throat

What it feels like: A lump in your throat, difficulty swallowing, feeling choked up,
tightness or constriction, chronic throat clearing.

What it means: The throat tightens when emotions are rising but not being
expressed. It's literally a blockage—what wants to come out (words, tears,

screams) is being held back. The metaphor your body is speaking: I can't say this. I
have to swallow this down. I'm choking on what I'm not allowed to express. Early
warning sign: Notice when you're having to clear your throat repeatedly or when
swallowing feels effortful. That's unexpressed emotion creating physical tension.

¢ The Hands

What it feels like: Cold hands, sweaty palms, an urge to fidget or grip something,
hands curled into fists without realizing it, numbness or tingling in the fingers.

What it means: When you're stressed, blood flow is redirected away from
extremities toward your core and major muscles (preparing to fight or flee). Cold
hands are a sign of activation. Clenched hands are literally holding on—to control,
to safety, to something you're afraid of losing. The metaphor your body is
speaking: I have to hold on. I can't let go. I need to grip tight or everything will fall
apart. Early warning sign:

Check your hands throughout the day. Are they clenched? Cold? Fidgeting? That's
stress manifesting.

Which of these resonates most with you?

You might recognize yourself in one, or several, or all of them. That's your stress
signature. That's the story your body has been telling. And now that you know it,



you can start listening earlier.

¢ Tracking Without Obsessing

Now, here's where people get tripped.up. I'm asking:you topay attention to your
stress patterns, and you might be thinking: Great. One more thing to monitor. One
more thing to be hypervigilant about. That's not what this is. There's a difference
between:

Anxious monitoring (checking your body every five minutes, looking for
problems, turning every sensation into evidence of disaster) and Compassionate
awareness (periodically noticing what's happening in your body with curiosity
and without judgment).

You're aiming for the second one. Think of it like this: you check in with your body
the way you'd check in with a good friend. Not constantly. Not suspiciously. Just
occasionally, with genuine interest. How are you doing? What do you need? What
are you trying to tell me? Not: What's wrong with you? Why are you acting like
this? You should be better by now. The tone matters as much as the practice.

¢ A Simple Tracking Practice (That Won't Take Over Your Life)

Here's a practice that builds awareness without feeding anxiety: Three times a day
—morning, midday, and evening—pause for 30 seconds and ask yourself:

« Where am I holding tension right now? (Quick body scan: shoulders, jaw,
stomach, chest, hands)

« What's my breath like? (Shallow or deep? Fast or slow? Restricted or easy?)

« What's my overall activation level? (On a scale of 1-10, where 1 is deeply calm
and 10 is full panic, where am I?)

That's it. Notice. Name. Move on. You're not trying to fix anything in this moment
(though you can if you want to). You're just gathering data. Over time—a week, two
weeks—patterns will emerge.

Oh, I'm always tense in the morning. My jaw is always tight after phone calls. My
stomach always knots up on Sunday evenings. My shoulders are worst when I'm
trying to fall asleep.

Those patterns are valuable information. They tell you when you need to be
proactive. When you need to use your tools. When stress is predictable and



therefore preventable, or at least manageable. You're not obsessing. You're
becoming aware. And awareness creates choice.

¢ The Difference Between Pain and Tension
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This is important, especially for people over sixty dealing with chronic conditions,

arthritis, old injuries, and the general wear and tear of a body that's been working
for decades. Not everything you feel in your body is stress. Some of it is pain. Real,
structural, medical pain that needs attention and treatment. And you must learn
to distinguish between: Tension (muscle tightness created by stress, usually
changeable with breath, movement, or relaxation) and Pain (structural issues,
inflammation, injury, chronic conditions that require medical care). Here's how to
tell the difference:

TENSION CHARACTERISTICS:

¢ Comes and goes depending on stress levels

« Responds to breathing, stretching, or relaxation

« Often symmetrical (both shoulders, not just one)

« Gets worse when you're stressed, better when you're calm

« Feels like tightness, holding, bracing

« No sharp, shooting, or burning sensations

 You can often release it with conscious attention

Example: Your shoulders are up by your ears. You take three deep breaths and do
some shoulder rolls, and they drop. That's tension.

PAIN CHARACTERISTICS:

 Consistent, regardless of stress levels (though stress can make it worse)

« Doesn't significantly change with breathing or relaxation

« Often localized to one side or one specific area

« May be sharp, shooting, burning, stabbing, or throbbing

- Interferes with function (can't lift your arm, can't walk without limping, etc.)
« Doesn't respond to stress-reduction techniques alone

Example: Your knee hurts every time you climb stairs, regardless of whether
you're stressed or calm. That's pain, and it needs medical evaluation.



Why this distinction matters: Because you don't want to treat structural pain
with stress management alone (you also need medical care), and you don't want to
medicalize tension that's actually just your nervous system being activated (you
need stress reduction, not more tests). Some people spend years going to doctors

for tension headaches that are’actually stress-refated jaw cleniching. Some people

ignore real warning signs because they assume everything is "just stress.” Both
are problems.

So here's the guideline: If something new appears, or if something changes
significantly, get it checked medically. Don't assume it's stress. But if you've had it
evaluated, and there’s no structural cause, and it comes and goes with your stress
levels? That's tension. And that's exactly what the practices in this book are for.

¢ When Physical Symptoms Need Medical Attention vs.
Nervous System Support

Let's be very clear about when to see a doctor versus when to work with your
nervous system:

SEE A DOCTOR IMMEDIATELY IF:

 Chest pain or pressure (even if you think it's anxiety—better safe)
 Suddenly, a severe headache unlike any you've had before

« Numbness, tingling, or weakness on one side of your body

« Difficulty speaking or understanding speech

« Vision changes (sudden blurriness, loss of vision, seeing flashes)
¢ Severe abdominal pain

« Any symptom that feels different or more intense than your usual patterns

Don't play doctor with yourself. When in doubt, get it checked.
Work with nervous system requlation if:

 You've had symptoms evaluated, and no medical cause was found

« Symptoms correlate clearly with stress (worse when stressed, better when
calm)

« Multiple doctors have told you, "it's just stress” or "it's anxiety.”
« Symptoms improve with breathing, movement, or relaxation techniques

« You recognize the sensation as part of your stress signature



Both/and, not either/or: Often, you need both medical care and nervous system
support. For example:

« You have a heart condition (medical care) and also anxiety that makes your
heart race (nervous system,Suppott) caiv — we et BETTER WITH AGE o

 You have arthritis (medical care) and also tension that makes the pain worse
(nervous system support)

 You have IBS (medical care) and also stress that triggers flare-ups (nervous
system support)

Working with your nervous system doesn't replace medical care. It complements
it. And honestly? Many doctors will be thrilled if you come in with stress-related
symptoms and say, "I'm also working on nervous system regulation through
breathwork and meditation. What else should I be doing?” That's a patient who's
taking responsibility for the things they can control.

¢ Creating Your Own Early Warning System

Now that you understand your stress signature and you know how to track
without obsessing, let's put it together into a personalized early warning system.
This is how you catch stress before it catches you.

¢ Step 1: Name Your Top Three Stress Signals

Based on everything you've learned in this chapter, identify the three most
reliable signs that you're getting stressed. For example:

MY TOP THREE SIGNALS ARE:

 Shoulders rising toward my ears
 Shallow breathing, can't take a deep breath
 Tight knot in my stomach

Write these down. Put them somewhere you'll see them. These are your indicators.

¢ Step 2: Identify Your Stress Triggers

What situations, people, or times of day predictably activate your stress response?
Be specific:



| GET STRESSED:

 Sunday evenings (anticipating the week ahead)

« Before medical appointments

¢ When my daughter calls, aridliér'voice'sourids worried” V'™ AcE ¢
e When I'm running late

« When I have to make phone calls

These are your high-risk times. Times when you need to be proactive.

¢ Step 3: Match Tools to Signals and Triggers

Now connect the dots. For each signal and trigger, decide what tool you'll use. For
example:

When I notice my shoulders rising (signal), I will do shoulder rolls and three slow
breaths. Before medical appointments (trigger), I will do 4-7-8 breathing in the
parking lot. Sunday evenings (trigger), I will do a body scan meditation before bed.
You're not leaving this to chance. You're creating a plan. When stress shows up—
and it will—you won't have to think about what to do. You'll already know.

¢ Step 4: Set Check-In Reminders

Most people forget to check in until they're already overwhelmed. Don't let that be
you.

Set three daily reminders on your phone:

e Morning (after breakfast)

« Midday (after lunch)

« Evening (before bed)

Label them: "Body Check-In," or "Stress Check,” or "How Am I Doing?” When the
reminder goes off, take 30 seconds. Notice your stress signals. Notice your

activation level. If you're elevated, use a tool right then. Don't wait. This is how you
stay ahead of your stress instead of always playing catch-up.

¢ The Compound Effect of Paying Attention

Here's what happens when you consistently notice and respond to your stress
signals:



Week 1: You're just learning to notice. It feels clunky. You miss signals more often
than you catch them. That's fine. You're building awareness.

Week 2-3: You start catching signals earlier. Sometimes you even notice the

tightness in your shoulders before it,becomes a headache: Sometimes you use a
tool before you're fully activated. Progress.

Week 4-6: The practices start becoming automatic. You don't have to think about
it as much. Your body starts to trust that you're listening, so it doesn't have to
scream as loudly to get your attention. Symptoms start softening.

Week 8-12: You have a new baseline. Not perfect. Not stress-free. But noticeably
different. Your nervous system spends more time in rest and less time in
activation. Recovery is faster. Resilience is stronger.

This isn't magic. This is the compound effect of small, consistent actions. Every
time you notice a stress signal and respond with a tool, you're training your
nervous system. You're saying: I'm paying attention. I've got this. You can relax.
And slowly, over time, your nervous system believes you. It learns that it doesn't
have to hold everything so tight. Because you're finally holding yourself.

& PAUSE & REFLECT

Let these questions guide you deeper into understanding your own
patterns.

« What is your personal stress signature? Where do you most reliably feel stress
in your body?

« Looking back over the past week, can you identify any patterns—times of day),
situations, or people—that predictably increase your stress?

« Have you been treating something as "just how your body is" that might
actually be a stress pattern you could work with?

« What would it feel like to catch your stress early, before it takes over your day?

& WHAT TO REMEMBER

 Your stress has a signature—a predictable pattern of where and how it
shows up in your specific body (shoulders, jaw, chest, gut, throat, hands)



« Once you know your stress signature, you have the power to intervene
early before stress becomes overwhelming

« There's a difference between compassionate awareness (checking in
periodically with curiosity) and anxious monitoring (hypervigilant
checking that feeds anxiety)

« Track stress simply: three 30-second check-ins per day, noting where

you hold tension, how you're breathing, and your activation level (1-10)

« Learn to distinguish between tension (stress-related muscle tightness
that responds to breathwork and movement) and pain (structural issues
needing medical care)

¢ When in doubt about new or changing symptoms, see a doctor—stress
management complements medical care but doesn't replace it

 Create your early warning system: identify your top three stress signals,
know your triggers, match specific tools to specific situations

4@ A GENTLE NEXT STEP
This week, create your personalized stress awareness practice:

Day 1-2: Just notice. Do three 30-second body check-ins per day (morning,
midday, evening). Where's your tension? What's your breath like? What's
your activation level (1-10)?

Day 3-4: Start identifying patterns. Which times of day are you most tense?
Which situations or people correlate with higher activation?

Day 5-7: Begin responding. When you notice a stress signal, use one tool
from the previous chapters (breathing, somatic movement, brief
meditation). Don't wait until you're overwhelmed—catch it early. Write
down what you discover. Patterns become clear when you see them on
paper. By the end of the week, you'll know your stress signature. And that
knowledge is power.
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CHAPTER 7

BUILDING YOUR CALM TOOLKIT

Creating Your Personal Practice

You've learned the techniques. You understand your stress signature. You know
when and where tension shows up in your body. Now comes the question: how do
you actually use this information in your real life? Because here's what happens to
most people: they learn a bunch of tools, feel inspired for a few days, and then...
nothing. Life gets busy. They forget. The practices fall away. And six months later,
they're back where they started, wondering why nothing ever sticks.

This chapter is about making sure that doesn't happen to you. Not by forcing
yourself to do more than you can sustain. Not by creating an elaborate self-care
routine that requires an hour a day and perfect conditions. By building a simple,
personalized toolkit that fits your actual life. Your schedule. Your energy. Your
limitations. Your preferences. Because the best stress management practice isn't
the most advanced one or the most impressive one. It's the one you'll actually do.
And you'll actually do it when it's simple, when it's matched to your specific needs,
when it doesn't feel like one more overwhelming obligation.

This is about creating a sustainable relationship with calm. Not perfection. Not
transformation. Just consistent, gentle return to practices that help you feel more
like yourself. Let's build that toolkit together.

¢ Morning Practices: Starting the Day Regulated

How you start your day sets the tone for everything that follows. If you wake up
already activated—mind immediately spinning, body already tense, reaching for
your phone before your feet hit the floor—you're starting from behind. You're
trying to catch up with your stress all day long.

But if you can give yourself even five minutes to land in your body before the day
begins? Everything shifts. You're not trying to create a perfect morning. You're
trying to create a regulated morning. A morning where your nervous system
knows: We're okay. We have time. We don't have to rush into threat mode.



¢ The Regulated Morning (Choose One or Two)

You don't need to do all of these. Pick one or two that feel doable and build from
there.
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¢ Option 1: Three Minutes of Breath Before You Get Out of Bed

Before you check your phone. Before you start thinking about everything you
have to do today. Before you even sit up. Lie there for three minutes and just
breathe. Use extended exhale breathing (making your exhale longer than your
inhale). Or do three cycles of 4-7-8 breathing.

That's it. Three minutes of telling your nervous system: we're not in danger. We're
safe. We can breathe. This doesn't require getting up early. It doesn't require any
equipment. It just requires remembering to do it before you get swept into the
current of the day.

¢ Option 2: Morning Body Scan While You're Still in Bed

Before you get up, do a quick body scan (remember Chapter 47). Start at your feet.
Move your attention slowly up your body. Notice where you're holding tension
from sleep. As you notice tension, see if you can soften it. Unclench your jaw. Drop
your shoulders. Release your hands if they're in fists. This takes 3 to 5 minutes
and gives you crucial information: how activated are you starting the day?

If you're already at a 7 out of 10 before you've even gotten out of bed, you know
you need to be especially gentle with yourself today. You know you need to use
your tools proactively.

¢ Option 3: Gentle Movement to Wake Your Body

Some people need movement in the morning, not stillness. If that's you: before
you start your day, do 2 to 3 minutes of gentle somatic movement.

« Shoulder rolls while sitting on the edge of your bed
« Neck rolls (slow, gentle circles)

« Seated spinal twists

e Hand squeezes and releases

You're waking your body up with kindness instead of demand. Most people launch
into their day, asking their body to perform before they've even said good



morning to it. This is different.

¢ Option 4: Loving-Kindness While You Make Coffee

While the coffee brews, while youre waiting for the kettle while yiou've just
standing in the kitchen before the day really begins: Silently repeat the loving-

kindness phrases to yourself:
May I be safe.

May I be healthy.

May I be at ease.

May I be happy.

Three rounds. Maybe 90 seconds total. You're setting an intention for the day: I
deserve kindness. I'm allowed to take up space. I matter. This might sound small.
It's not. The tone you set with yourself in the morning echoes through the entire
day.

The key with morning practices: They have to be so simple you can do them
even when you don't feel like it. Even when you slept poorly. Even when you're
already running late. Pick the simplest one. Do that for a week. Only add more if
you want to, not because you think you should.

¢ Midday Resets: The 2 pm Slump and Post-Appointment
Decompression

You know that afternoon feeling. The energy dips. The mental fog sets in. Or
you've just come back from an appointment (doctor, dentist, any situation that
required you to "hold it together") and you're fried. This is when most people push
through. More coffee. More willpower. Just keep going. But here's the thing: your
nervous system is asking for a reset. And if you give it one—even a brief one—
you'll have more energy and clarity for the rest of the day than if you just bulldoze
through.

¢ Quick Midday Resets (5 to 10 Minutes)

¢ Reset 1: The Afternoon Breath Break

Set an alarm for 2 pm or 3 pm—whenever your energy typically dips. When it goes
off, stop what you're doing. Go somewhere you can be alone for five minutes (your



bedroom, your car, even the bathroom if that's your only option). Do five cycles of
4-7-8 breathing or three minutes of box breathing. That's it. You're hitting the
reset button on your nervous system. You're giving it permission to discharge
some of the activation that's been building all day. You'll come back clearer.
Calmer. MOl‘e Capable ¢ FINDING CALM — WE GET BETTER WITH AGE

¢ Reset 2: Post-Appointment Decompression

You've just been to the doctor, the dentist, the lab for bloodwork, anywhere that
required you to be "on" and probably triggered some stress. Don't go straight to
the next thing. Give yourself 5 to 10 minutes to decompress. Sit in your car before
you drive. Sit in a park before you go home. Sit on a bench outside the building. Do
a body scan. Notice where you're tight. Do some shoulder rolls. Take some slow
breaths.

Let your nervous system know: that's over. We survived. We can stand down
now. If you skip this step, you carry the activation with you into the rest of your
day. It accumulates. By evening, you don't even remember why you're so tense—
but it started with that appointment you never fully recovered from.

¢ Reset 3: Walking Meditation (Even Just Around the House)

If you've been sitting for hours, if your body is restless, if your mind is foggy—
move. Do five minutes of walking meditation (remember Chapter 5?¢). Slow,
deliberate steps. Attention to the sensation of walking.

This works even if you're just walking back and forth in your hallway. Movement
resets the nervous system in ways stillness sometimes can't.

¢ Reset 4: The Five-Senses Grounding Exercise

This is for when you're dissociated, overwhelmed, or your thoughts are spiraling,
and you need to come back to the present moment.

NOTICE AND NAME:

« Five things you can see (the clock, the window, your hands, the wall, the floor)
 Four things you can touch (your shirt, the chair, your skin, the table)

« Three things you can hear (traffic, a fan, birds, silence)

« Two things you can smell (coffee, soap, nothing—that's okay)

« One thing you can taste (even if it's just the inside of your mouth)



This takes 2 to 3 minutes and pulls you out of your head and into your body and
the present moment. It's grounding. Orienting. It reminds your nervous system:
I'm here. I'm now. I'm safe.

The key with midday resets.They re short. Theyre portable:They can be done
almost anywhere. You're not trying to fix your whole day. You're just trying not to
carry morning stress into the afternoon, and afternoon stress into the evening.
Small resets prevent big crashes.

¢ Evening Wind-Downs: Preparing for Sleep

This might be the most important time of day for nervous system regulation.
Because how you end your day determines how you sleep. And how you sleep
determines how you wake up. If you go to bed activated—mind racing, body tense,
scrolling your phone until the last second—your nervous system never gets the
signal that it's safe to rest. You might fall asleep eventually, but it's not restorative
sleep. You're not fully recovering. An evening wind-down practice is how you
teach your body: the day is done. It's safe to let go now.

¢ Evening Wind-Down Practices (15 to 30 Minutes Before Bed)

¢ Practice 1: The Power-Down Sequence

Create a simple, repeatable sequence that signals to your nervous system: we're
transitioning into rest mode.

Example sequence (adjust to your needs):

30 minutes before bed: Dim the lights. Turn off screens (or at least put phone
on do-not-disturb).

20 minutes before bed: Do five minutes of gentle somatic movement—shoulder
rolls, jaw release, hand squeezes. You're releasing the physical tension of the
day.

« 15 minutes before bed: Do a body scan, either sitting in bed or lying down.

Notice where you're tight. With each exhale, imagine softening that area.

10 minutes before bed: Loving-kindness meditation, focused on yourself.

May I be safe. May I be healthy. May I be at ease. May I be happy. You're offering
yourself compassion before sleep.



 Right before bed: Three cycles of 4-7-8 breathing to activate your
parasympathetic nervous system.

This entire sequence takes 15 to 20 minutes. And it transforms sleep for most
people who commit to it. ¢ FINDING CALM — WE GET BETTER WITH AGE ¢

Practice 2: The Simpler Version (If 20 Minutes Feels Like Too Much) Five minutes
before bed:

« Sit on the edge of your bed.
« Do 10 shoulder rolls (releasing the day).
Do five cycles of 4-7-8 breathing (signaling safety).

o Lie down.

That's it. Five minutes. But consistent.

¢ Practice 3: Journaling for Mental Release

Some people can't sleep because their minds won't stop spinning. Thoughts about
tomorrow, replays of today, worries that won't quit. Write them down. Not in a
structured way. Not trying to make sense of them. Just a brain dump. Things I'm
worried about. Things I need to remember to do. Things I'm upset about. Things I
can't control. Getting them out of your head and onto paper tells your brain: I've
got this. You don't have to keep cycling through this all night to make sure I
remember. Do this 10 to 15 minutes before bed. Then do three slow breaths. Then
sleep.

¢ Practice 4: Progressive Muscle Relaxation in Bed

You're lying in bed, but your body is still tense. You can't seem to let go.
Progressive muscle relaxation is the answer.

Starting with your feet: tense them (curl your toes, flex your feet) for five
seconds. Then release completely. Notice the difference.

MOVE UP YOUR BODY:

Calves and shins (flex, then release)

Thighs (squeeze, then release)

Glutes and hips (clench, then release)

Abdomen (tighten, then release)



« Hands (make fists, then release)
« Arms (flex, then release)
 Shoulders (raise toward ears, then drop)

° ]'aw (C].enCh, thel’l release) ¢ FINDING CALM — WE GET BETTER WITH AGE ¢

« Face (scrunch everything tight, then soften)

By the time you've gone through your whole body, you've given your nervous
system a clear, physical experience of letting go. Most people are asleep before
they finish.

The key with evening practices: Consistency matters more than complexity. Do
the same thing every night for two weeks. Your body will start to recognize the
pattern:

Oh, we're doing this. That means sleep is coming. I can start letting go. You're
training your nervous system. Training requires repetition.

¢ Emergency Techniques: When Stress Spikes Suddenly

All of the above is about maintenance. Daily practices that keep your baseline
calm. But what about when something happens? When you get bad news, or a
phone call that sends your heart racing, or you're suddenly flooded with panic or
overwhelm? You need a go-to emergency technique. Something fast. Something
that works.

¢ Your Emergency Toolkit (Pick One to Master)

¢ Emergency Tool 1: 4-7-8 Breathing (Four Cycles)

You've learned this. Now make it your emergency default. When stress spikes:
stop. Wherever you are. Put your hand on your chest or belly if that helps. Four
cycles of 4-7-8 breathing. That's it. Takes about 90 seconds. Inhale for 4. Hold for 7.
Exhale for 8. Repeat four times.

Your nervous system will begin to calm within two minutes. Not completely. But
noticeably.



¢ Emergency Tool 2: The Physiological Sigh

This is a technique developed by Stanford neuroscientist Dr. Andrew Huberman.
It's the fastest way to calm your nervous system.

HOW TO DO IT: ¢ FINDING CALM — WE GET BETTER WITH AGE

» Take a deep inhale through your nose.

« At the top of that inhale, take a second, shorter inhale (a little sip of air on top of
the first breath).

« Then exhale slowly and completely through your mouth (or nose).

Do this 2 to 3 times in a row. It works because the double inhale reinflates the
alveoli in your lungs (which collapse slightly when you're stressed), and the long
exhale activates your parasympathetic nervous system. It's fast. It's powerful. And
it works even when you don't believe it will.

¢ Emergency Tool 3: Cold Water on Your Face

This is for when you're in full panic and breathing alone isn't cutting through. Go
to the bathroom. Splash cold water on your face. Or hold a cold, wet washcloth
against your face for 30 seconds. This activates something called the dive reflex—
a mammalian response that immediately slows your heart rate and calms your
nervous system. It's not subtle. It's a hard reset. And sometimes that's exactly
what you need.

¢ Emergency Tool 4: Full-Body Shake

Remember from Chapter 4? When activation is high and you need to discharge it
physically. Stand up (or sit) and shake. Shake your hands, your arms, your whole
body. For 60 to 90 seconds. Let yourself tremor, vibrate, move. This is how animals
release stress. It works for humans, too. After you shake, stand still. Take three
deep breaths. Notice how you feel.

The key with emergency techniques: You need to have practiced them before
the emergency. Don't wait until you're in crisis to try a new technique. Practice
during calm moments so your body knows what to do when you're not calm. Pick
one. Make it your default. Drill it until it's automatic.



¢ The Three-Technique Rule: Master These First

Here's where most people go wrong: they try to learn everything at once. They
want to do breathwork, and somatic exercises, and meditation, and body scans,
and loving-kindness, and walking meditation, and...Stop. Yoy don't.need ten
techniques. You need three that you actually use. More than that, and you'll be
overwhelmed. You'll do none of them. You'll decide "stress management doesn't
work for me” when the real problem is that you were trying to do too much. So
here's the rule: pick three techniques. Master those. Only add more after these
three have become automatic.

¢ How to Choose Your Three

TECHNIQUE 1: ONE BREATHING PRACTICE
Pick the breathing pattern that resonates most with you:

e 4-7-8 breathing (for immediate calm)
« Box breathing (for grounding)

« Extended exhale (for ongoing gentle regulation)

Master this one. Make it your go-to.

TECHNIQUE 2: ONE SOMATIC/BODY PRACTICE
Pick the movement or body practice that feels most accessible:

« Shoulder rolls (for releasing held tension)
« Body scan (for awareness)

 Progressive muscle relaxation (for sleep)
+ Jaw release (if you clench)

« Full-body shake (if you need discharge)

This is your physical release valve.

TECHNIQUE 3: ONE MEDITATION OR MINDFULNESS PRACTICE

Pick the practice that feels least intimidating:



3-minute breath counting meditation

Walking meditation (if sitting still is hard)

Loving-kindness meditation (if self-criticism is loud)
Five-senses grounding (if you'dissociate' or §piral)®=""=" '™ AcE ¢

This is your attention training.

Write down your three techniques. Put them somewhere visible. On your
bathroom mirror. On your phone wallpaper. On a card in your wallet. These are
your tools. Know them. Use them. Trust them. When you've been practicing these
three consistently for a month—when they're starting to feel automatic—then you
can explore adding more if you want. But three is enough. Three techniques,
practiced consistently, will change your life.

Decision Filter: "Does This Feel Accessible, Helpful, and True to Who I Am?”

You're going to be tempted to do more than you need to. To add complexity. To try
every new technique you read about.

Before you add anything to your toolkit, run it through this filter:

o IS IT ACCESSIBLE?

Can you do it in your real life, with your real body, in your real circumstances? Or
does it require perfect conditions, lots of time, or physical abilities you don't have?

0 IS IT HELPFUL?

Not "does it sound good in theory"—does it actually help you feel calmer, more
grounded, more like yourself? Some techniques work beautifully for other people
but do nothing for you. That's okay. Move on.

° IS IT TRUE TO WHO YOU ARE?

Does it align with your values, your personality, your lifestyle? Or does it feel like
you're trying to be someone you're not?

If the answer to all three is yes, keep it. If any answer is no, let it go. You're not
building someone else’s toolkit. You're building yours.

& PAUSE & REFLECT



Take some time with these questions. They'll help you clarify what belongs
in your personal toolkit.

Looking at the morning, midday, and evening practices, which ones feel most

doable for your actual life; Which ones make you want.to rell,your eyes or feel
overwhelmed?

What's your honest capacity right now? Can you commit to three practices?

One? Be truthful—sustainability matters more than ambition.

When you imagine yourself six months from now, consistently using a few
simple practices, what do you think would be different? How would you feel?

What gets in the way of you using these tools? (Forgetting? Skepticism?

Feeling like you don't deserve the time? This is important information.)

What to Reme " “mber

The best stress management practice isn't the most advanced one—it's the one
you'll actually do consistently in your real life

Morning practices (even 3 minutes) set your nervous system's tone for the
entire day—you're not creating perfection, just requlation

Midday resets (5-10 minutes) prevent stress accumulation—small resets
prevent big crashes later

Evening wind-downs (15-30 minutes before bed) teach your body it's safe to
rest—how you end the day determines how you sleep

Emergency techniques (4-7-8 breathing, physiological sigh, cold water,
shaking) need to be practiced before the emergency so they're automatic when
needed

The three-technique rule: master three practices (one breathing, one somatic,
one meditation) before adding more—three done consistently beats ten done
never

Decision filter for any new practice: Is it accessible? Is it helpful? Is it true to
who I am? All three must be yes, or let it go

€@ A GENTLE NEXT STEP



This week, build your personalized toolkit:

Day 1-2: Choose your three core techniques (one breathing practice, one
somatic practice, one meditation/mindfulness practice). Write them down.

Day 3-7: Practice each one'af léastotice’addy. Startnoticing whicli times of
day work best for you. Morning? Midday? Evening?

End of the week: Assess honestly. Are these three actually working for
you? If not, swap one out. Keep adjusting until you find your three.

Remember: You're not trying to be perfect. You're trying to build
something sustainable. Something that will still be working for you six
months from now, a year from now. Simple. Consistent. Yours. That's the
toolkit that changes everything.
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CHAPTER 8

WHEN OTHER PEOPLE ARE THE
STRESS

Boundaries and Relationships

Let's talk about something nobody really wants to admit. Sometimes, the biggest
source of stress in your life isn't your health, or your finances, or even your own
anxious thoughts. It's other people. People who love you. People you love. People
who mean well but don't understand. People who worry about you in ways that
make you feel small. People who need things from you that you don't have to give.
People who dismiss your needs while expecting you to meet theirs.

And the hardest part? You can't use breathwork to make them stop. You can calm
your nervous system. You can release tension from your body. You can regulate
your own stress response. But you can't regulate other people. You can only set
boundaries with them.

And if you're over sixty, especially if you're a woman, especially if you've spent
your life being the caretaker, the peacekeeper, the one who puts everyone else first
—Dboundaries might be the hardest practice in this entire book.

Because you've been taught that boundaries are selfish. What saying no means.
That your job is to accommodate, to smooth things over, to make everyone else
comfortable even when you're drowning.

This chapter is about unlearning that. Not because you should stop caring about
people. But because you can't pour from an empty cup. And right now, your cup is
empty. Let's talk about how to protect your peace without apologizing for it.

¢ Adult Children Who Worry, Hover, or Dismiss

If you have adult children, you know this tension intimately. They worry about
you. They want to help. They mean well. But somehow, their help doesn't feel
helpful. It feels like they're treating you like a child.



They hover. They check in constantly. They ask intrusive questions about your
health, your driving, your memory, and your decisions. They want to know where
you're going, when you'll be back, and whether you're "okay to do that.”

Or the opposite: They dismiss your,concerns. Fell yeuyon'te-overreacting.
Minimize your stress. "You're retired now, Mom—what do you have to be stressed
about?" Both responses—the hovering and the dismissing—come from the same
place:

they don't know how to hold the reality that you're aging without either
controlling you or pretending it's not happening. And caught in the middle of their
discomfort? You. Trying to manage their anxiety on top of your own.

¢ What This Creates in Your Body

When your adult children treat you like you're fragile, incompetent, or "too old” to
make your own decisions, your nervous system gets confused signals. Part of you
feels angry. I'm still competent. I'm still me. Stop treating me like I'm incapable.
Part of you feels guilty. They're just worried. They care. I shouldn't be upset. Part
of you feels scared. What if they're right? What if I am declining and I don't see it?

All of that—the anger, the guilt, the fear—creates stress that has nowhere to go.
Because you can't yell at them (they mean well). You can't ignore them (they're
your children). You can't make them understand something they're not ready to
understand. So instead, you hold it. On your shoulders. In your jaw. In your
stomach. But you don't have to keep holding it.

¢ What to Say (Scripts That Actually Work)

Boundaries aren't about being harsh or cutting people off. They're about teaching
people how to treat you. Here are scripts—actual words you can use—when your
adult children's "help” is adding to your stress instead of reducing it.

When they're hovering or micromanaging:

"I know you're worried about me, and I appreciate that you care. But when you
[specific behavior: check in every day, question my decisions, tell me what I
should do], it makes me feel like you don't trust me to manage my own life. I need
you to trust that I'll ask for help when I need it."



OR THE SHORTER VERSION:

"I've got this. I'll let you know if I need help.” And when they push back (and they
might):

"I understand this is hard for yourButd nieed you to respect myraatenoemy. That's
not negotiable.”

WHEN THEY'RE DISMISSING YOUR STRESS:

" When you tell me I shouldn't be stressed because I'm retired, it makes me feel
like you don't understand my life. Retirement has its own challenges. I need you to
take my stress seriously, even if you don't understand it."

OR:

"Just because my stress looks different from yours doesn't mean it's not real. I
need you to believe me when I tell you I'm struggling.”

When they want you to do things their way:

"I know you'd handle this differently. But this is my life, and I need to do it my way.
Even if you don't agree.”

OR:

"I'm not asking for advice. I'm just sharing what's happening. Can you listen
without trying to fix it?"

The key with all of these: Say them calmly. Say them kindly. But say them. Don't
soften them so much that the message gets lost. Don't apologize for having needs.
You're not being difficult. You're teaching them how to love you in ways that
actually help.

¢ Medical Providers Who Rush You

Here's another major stressor: doctors and medical providers who treat you like
you're on an assembly line. You have questions. You have concerns. You need
clarity about your medications, your symptoms, and your options. And they give
you seven minutes, talk over you, dismiss your worries, and rush you out the door
before you've even processed what they said. You leave the appointment more
anxious than when you arrived. With more questions than answers. Feeling small,
stupid, like you're wasting their time. This is unacceptable. And you don't have to
accept it.



¢ How to Advocate for Yourself in Medical Settings

Medical settings are inherently stressful. You're vulnerable. You're in a position of
less power. The provider has the knowledge, the authority, the control. But you

have rights. And you can claim them withqut being ‘difficult,, ... .

BEFORE THE APPOINTMENT:

« Write down your questions. All of them. In order of importance. Bring the list.

« Write down your symptoms. When they started, how often they happen, and
what makes them better or worse. Specifics help doctors take you seriously.

« Bring someone with you if possible. Another set of ears. Someone who can
advocate if you freeze or forget what you wanted to ask.

DURING THE APPOINTMENT:

At the beginning, say this: "I have [number] questions today. Can we make sure
we get through all of them before I leave?”

This sets the expectation. The doctor knows you're not leaving until your
concerns are addressed.

- If they're talking too fast or using jargon you don't understand: "I need you to
slow down. Can you explain that in simpler terms?”

You're not stupid for not understanding medical jargon. They're bad at
communicating if they can't translate it.

« If they dismiss your concern: "I hear that you don't think this is serious. But it's
affecting my quality of life, and I need us to figure out what's going on.”

OR:

Id like this documented in my chart, even if you don't think it's a problem.
Documentation creates accountability.

« If they try to end the appointment before you're done: "I still have questions. I
need a few more minutes.”

Stand your ground. You're paying for this. You deserve answers.

AFTER THE APPOINTMENT:

If you didn't get what you needed—if you were rushed, dismissed, or left confused
—you can follow up. Call the office. Ask to speak to a nurse or have the doctor call



you back. Or send a message through the patient portal.

"I left my appointment with unanswered questions. I need clarity on [specific
issue). Can someone call me to discuss this?”

And if this is a pattern with this provider—if they consistently make you feel

rushed, dismissed, or unheard—find a different provider. You're allowed to fire
your doctor. You're allowed to find someone who treats you with respect. Your
health is too important to be managed by someone who doesn't listen.

¢ Friends Who Don't Understand Why Retirement Is Hard

Then there are the friends. The ones who say things like:
You're so lucky to be retired! I wish I had all that free time.
What do you even do all day?

Why are you stressed? You don't have a job anymore!

They don't understand. And their lack of understanding makes you feel more
alone.

Because how do you explain that retirement isn't the endless vacation they
imagine? That losing your professional identity a grief? That unstructured time
feel more overwhelming than a packed schedule? That your body's limitations
make everything harder? You can't make them understand if they're not ready to
hear it. But you can stop pretending you're fine when you're not.

¢ What to Say (and What to Stop Saying)

STOP SAYING:

"Oh, I'm great! Retirement is wonderful!” (when it's not) "I'm so busy!"” (when
what you mean is "I'm struggling to find meaning”) "Everything’s fine!” (when
you're lonely, overwhelmed, or lost) Start saying:

Honestly? Retirement is harder than I expected. I'm still figuring it out.
I have free time, but I also have a lot of stress. They're not mutually exclusive.

"I know it looks like I should be relaxed, but I'm dealing with [specific challenge].
It's been tough.”



You don't owe anyone false positivity. And the friends who are worth keeping?
They'll hear you. They'll adjust. They'll stop assuming and start asking. The ones
who can't handle your honesty? They were never safe people to be vulnerable with

anyway.
¢ FINDING CALM — WE GET BETTER WITH AGE e

¢ Saying No Without Guilt (Scripts and Phrases)

Here's the big one. The practice that might save your sanity more than any
breathing technique ever could.

Learning to say no.

No to invitations you don't have energy for. No to favors you don't have the
capacity for. No to obligations that drain you. No to expectations that aren't yours
to meet. You've spent a lifetime saying yes. Yes, when you were tired. Yes, when
you didn't want to. Yes, because someone needed you. Yes, because saying no felt
selfish. But every time you say yes when you mean no, you betray yourself. And
your body keeps score.

¢ The Anatomy of a Good No

A GOOD NO HAS THREE PARTS:

« Acknowledgment (I hear you/I understand)
« The boundary (I can't/I'm not available/that doesn't work for me)

 No justification, or a brief one if you must (but don't over-explain)

That's it. You don't need to apologize. You don't need to give a detailed
explanation. You don't need to soften it until it's not even a boundary anymore.

¢ Scripts for Common Situations

When someone asks you to babysit and you don't have the energy:

I'love spending time with [grandchild], but I'm not available that day.

OR:

"I need to check my energy levels that week and get back to you. I've been
overdoing it and need to pace myself better.”



NOT:

"Oh, Iwish I could, but I have this thing, and my back has been hurting, and I'm
just so tired, and maybe next time, I'm so sorry..."

You don't need to apologize for having limits: we GET BETTER WITH AGE «
When someone invites you to something you genuinely don't want to do:
Thank you for thinking of me, but I'm going to pass.
OR:
That's not really my thing, but I appreciate the invite.
NOT:

Oh, Iwould, but I can't because [elaborate excuse that's half true].

You're allowed to not want to do something. That's reason enough.
When someone expects you to attend every family gathering:

Iwon't be able to make it to this one. I need some downtime.
OR:

I'm scaling back on how many events I attend. I'll see you at [next event].
NOT:

I'm so sorry, [ know you're disappointed, I just don't think I can, maybe I'll try...
When someone wants you to do something "because you have time now":

I have time, but I'm choosing to use it differently.

OR:

"Just because I'm retired doesn't mean I'm available for everything. I'm being
intentional about how I spend my energy.”

NOT:
Well, I guess I could, if you really need me to...
Time is not the same as capacity.

The hardest part about saying no: The guilt. You'll feel it. That's normal. You've
been conditioned to feel guilty for having boundaries. But guilt is not evidence
that you're doing something wrong. Guilt is just the discomfort of doing



something new. Sit with the guilt. Breathe through it. Use your tools. And keep
saying no anyway. Over time, the guilt will lessen. And your energy, your peace,
your life will expand. Teaching Others How Your Stress Management Needs
Respect. Here's something that might not have occurred to you: you can ask the

people in your life to support yout St¥éss managertient practices.” = *

You don't have to do this alone. You don't have to hide your breathing exercises or
sneak off to meditate or pretend you're "fine” when you need space. You can tell
people what you need. And you can ask them to respect it.

¢ What This Looks Like
WITH YOUR SPOUSE/PARTNER:
"I'm working on managing my stress better. Part of that is taking ten minutes in

the morning to do breathing exercises before we start the day. I need you to not
interrupt me during that time unless it's an emergency.”

OR:

"When I'm feeling overwhelmed, I need to go sit quietly for a few minutes. That's
not about you. It's about me regulating my nervous system. I'll come back calmer.
With your adult children:

I

"I'm learning some new stress management techniques. If you call and I don't
answer right away, it might be because I'm in the middle of a practice. I'll call you
back when I'm done.”

OR:

"I need you to understand that when I say I'm stressed, I'm not asking you to fix it.
I'm just sharing. What helps me most is when you listen and validate, not when
you offer solutions.”

WITH FRIENDS:

"I'm working on taking better care of my stress levels. That means I might say no
to things more often, or leave earlier than I used to. It's not about you—it's about
me honoring my limits.”

The key: You're not asking for permission. You're informing them of what you
need and expecting them to respect it. And the people who love you? They will.
Eventually. Even if they don't understand at first, the people who don't respect
your boundaries? That tells you something important about the relationship.



¢ Protecting Your Peace Isn't Selfish

Let's address the voice in your head that's been getting louder this entire chapter.

The voice that says: This is selfish. Who do you think you are? Other people have
needs, too. You're being difficdlt. YoU'fe going to hiirt people’s feelings. That voice
is lying to you. Protecting your peace is not selfish. It's necessary. You cannot show
up for the people you love when you're depleted, resentful, and running on fumes.
You cannot be present, patient, or kind when you're overwhelmed and your
nervous system is in constant activation. You cannot give what you don't have. So
protecting your peace—setting boundaries, saying no, managing your stress—
isn't about choosing yourself over others. It's about making sure you have
something to give in the first place. Think of it this way: you're not a resource to be
extracted. You're a human being with limits. And honoring those limits doesn't
make you selfish. It makes you sustainable. The people who guilt you for having
boundaries? They benefit from you not having them. They benefit from your
depletion. Those are not your people.

Your people—the ones who truly love you—want you to be well. They want you to
have peace. They want you to thrive, not just survive. And they'll respect your
boundaries. Even if it takes them a minute to adjust. Give them that minute. But
don't back down. Your peace is worth protecting. Your nervous system is worth
regulating. Your life is worth living in ways that feel sustainable and true. And
anyone who can't respect that doesn't deserve access to you.

@ PAUSE & REFLECT

These questions might be uncomfortable. That's okay. Discomfort is
information.

« Who in your life is the biggest source of stress right now? What specifically
about that relationship or dynamic is hard?

« Where have you been saying yes when you mean no? What would it take for
you to start saying no?

o What boundary do you most need to set—but haven't, because you're afraid of
the reaction? What are you afraid will happen?

« Ifyou truly believed that protecting your peace wasn't selfish—that it was
necessary—what would you do differently starting this week?



4 WHAT TO REMEMBER

Sometimes the biggest source of stress isn't your health or finances—it's

other people, even people you love who mean well but don't understand
¢ FINDING CALM — WE GET BETTER WITH AGE e

Adult children who hover or dismiss both create stress: hovering treats
you as incompetent, dismissing invalidates your real challenges

You can teach people how to treat you through clear boundaries—use
scripts that acknowledge them but firmly state your needs

In medical settings, you have the right to be heard: write down
questions, ask providers to slow down, document concerns, and change
providers if needed.

Friends who don't understand retirement's challenges need honest
responses, not false positivity—the worthy ones will adjust

A good "no" has three parts: acknowledgment, the boundary, and no
excessive justification—you don't need to apologize for having limits.

Protecting your peace isn't selfish; it's necessary—you cannot give what
you don't have, and depleting yourself helps no one.

You can ask people to respect your stress management practices—
inform them of your needs and expect respect, not permission.

4@ A GENTLE NEXT STEP

This week, practice one boundary. Choose one situation where you've been
saying yes when you mean no, or where someone's behavior has been
adding to your stress. Name the boundary you need to set. Then set it. Use
one of the scripts from this chapter, or adapt it to your own words. Expect
discomfort. Yours and theirs. That's normal. Breathe through it. Use your
tools. And don't back down. At the end of the week, notice: Did the world
end? Did the relationship survive? (If it didn't, was it actually serving you?)
How does it feel to have honored your own needs? One boundary. That's
your practice. Because protecting your peace is just as important as any
breathing exercise. Maybe more.
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CHAPTER 9

THE LONG VIEW.: e cereerrenwiri ace

Making This Sustainable

Here's what you're probably thinking right now. You've read eight chapters. You've
learned breathing techniques, somatic practices, meditation, how to recognize
your stress patterns, how to build a toolkit, and how to set boundaries. And you're
wondering: how am I supposed to do all of this? How are you supposed to
remember to breathe consciously, and do body scans, and meditate, and track your
stress signals, and set boundaries, and wind down properly every evening, and...
and... and... Stop. Breathe. You're not supposed to do all of it. You never were.

This chapter is about the long game. Not perfection. Not doing everything. Not
becoming a different person who has their entire life optimized and color-coded.
This is about building a sustainable relationship with calm. One that lasts. One
that bends when life gets hard without breaking. One that grows with you instead
of demanding you grow into it. This is about making peace with the fact that
you're going to forget, and fail, and fall back into old patterns. And that's not the
end. That's just part of the process.

Because here's the truth: there is no finish line with stress management. No
point where you've "arrived” and never have to practice again. Your nervous
system will always need tending. Your stress will always need managing. Your
boundaries will always need reinforcing. But that's not depressing. That's just
being human.

And once you accept that—once you stop trying to fix yourself permanently and
start thinking in terms of lifelong practice—everything gets easier.

This Isn't a 30-Day Challenge.

Our culture loves transformation stories. The before-and-after. The quick fix. The
30-day challenge that promises to change your life. This isn't that. This is slower.
Quieter. Less dramatic. And infinitely more powerful.Because sustainable change
doesn't happen in 30 days. Sustainable change happens over months, years, a
lifetime of small, repeated actions.



Think about it: your stress patterns have been developing for decades. The way
your nervous system responds to threat was shaped by every difficult thing you've
ever experienced. The tension in your shoulders, the tightness in your jaw, the
way your breath goes shallow when you're worried—these patterns are deeply
ingrained. They didn't develop overnight. They're not goingto disappear
overnight either. And that's okay. That's not failure. That's just reality.

What you're building here isn't a dramatic transformation. You're building a new
relationship with your nervous system. A friendship. An understanding. A
practice. And like any relationship, it requires showing up. Not perfectly. Not every
single time. Just consistently enough that trust gets built.

¢ It's a Lifelong Friendship with Your Nervous System

Let's reframe what you're doing here. You're not fixing a broken nervous system.
You're not correcting a malfunction. You're not training your body into
submission. You're befriending the system that's been trying to protect you your
entire life. Your nervous system has worked tirelessly for sixty, seventy, or eighty
years to keep you alive. It's navigated every threat, every loss, every challenge. It's
held you together through things that could have shattered you.

And now, it's exhausted. It's been in protection mode for so long, it's forgotten
how to rest. What you're doing with these practices—the breathing, the body
awareness, the meditation, the boundaries—is teaching it that it's safe to rest now.
Not because the world is suddenly safe. The world is still hard. Challenges still
exist. But because you're finally showing up as a partner to your nervous system
instead of an adversary. You're saying: I see you. I hear what you're trying to tell
me. I'm going to help you. We're going to do this together.

That's a lifelong conversation. Not a one-time fix. Some days, the conversation
will be easy. Your nervous system will respond quickly. You'll breathe, and tension
will release. You'll meditate, and calm will come. Other days, it will be hard. Your
nervous system will be stubborn, activated, and unwilling to settle. No technique
will seem to work. You'll feel like you're starting from scratch. Both are normal.
Both are part of the relationship.

The key is showing up anyway. Not with frustration. Not with disappointment.
With patience. With compassion. I know you're scared. I know this is hard. Let's
try again. I'm not leaving. That's the practice. And it never ends. And that's okay.



¢ What "Progress" Actually Looks Like (Hint: Not Linear)

You need to hear this before you get discouraged. Progress with nervous system
regulation is not linear. It doesn't look like this: stressed — less stressed — even

]'eSS Stressed - Calm' It lOOkS hm&bmb CALM — WE GET BETTER WITH AGE ¢

Week 1: You practice every day. You're motivated. You feel some shifts. This is
working!

Week 2: You forget for a few days. Life gets busy. You're less consistent. But you
notice you're catching your stress earlier sometimes.

Week 3: Something stressful happens. You completely fall apart. All your
practices go out the window. You feel like you've lost all progress.

Week 4: You remember your tools in the middle of a stressful moment. You use
them. They help. You're back.

Week 5: You're consistent again. You're noticing patterns you couldn't see before.
Week 6: Another setback. You're frustrated. Why isn't this working?

Week 7: You realize—wait. That thing that would have wrecked me for three days
last month? I recovered in one day this time.

That's progress. Not a straight line up. A zigzag. Two steps forward, one step back.
Sometimes one step forward, two steps back. But over time—over months, not
days—the trajectory is up.

You're not measuring success by "did I do my practice every single day?” You're
measuring it by:

« Am I recovering faster from stress than I used to?

« Am I catching my stress earlier in the cycle?

« Am I having more moments of genuine calm than I did three months ago?

« Are my relationships less draining because I'm setting boundaries?

« Am I sleeping better, even if not perfectly?

« Do I have more choice about where my attention goes?

Those are the metrics that matter. Not perfection. Not unbroken consistency.
Noticeable improvement over time. And improvement doesn't mean you never get



stressed. It means stress doesn't destroy you the way it used to. That's the goal.
Not invincibility. Resilience.

¢ Working with Resistance and Setbacks

¢ FINDING CALM — WE GET BETTER WITH AGE
At some point—maybe next week, next month—you're going to stop practicing.

Life will get hard. Someone will get sick. You'll be traveling. You'll be in pain.
Something will happen that feels more urgent than breathing exercises. And the
practices will slip. You'll go days, maybe weeks, without doing a single body scan
or meditation or conscious breath. And then you'll feel guilty. You'll think: I was
doing so well. Why did I stop? I'm never going to make this stick. Stop that
thought right there.

Resistance and setbacks are not evidence of failure. They're part of the process.
Everyone—everyone—who has ever built a sustainable practice has stopped and
started a thousand times. The difference between people who make it work and
people who give up? The people who make it work don't treat setbacks as endings.
They treat them as pauses.

¢ How to Work with Resistance

Resistance comes in many forms. Let's name some of them so you can recognize
them when they show up: "I don't have time." Translation: I don't believe this is
important enough to prioritize.

What to do: Start smaller. You don't need 20 minutes. You need three. And you
have three minutes. You're just not convinced it's worth it yet.

"I forgot." Translation: This isn't integrated into my routine yet.

What to do: Attach your practice to something you already do every day. Breathe
while the coffee brews. Body scan while you're still in bed. Don't rely on memory
alone—build it into existing patterns.

"It's not working." Translation: I expected dramatic results immediately, and I'm
disappointed that change is slow.

What to do: Redefine "working." It's working if you showed up. It's working if
you're more aware of your stress than you were before. It's working if you're
building the habit, even if you're not seeing results yet. Trust the process.

"I feel silly doing this.” Translation: I've internalized the belief that self-care is
self-indulgent.



What to do: Notice that belief. Where did it come from? Who taught you that
taking care of yourself is silly? Is that voice telling you the truth, or just repeating
old programming? You get to decide.

"Tt's too hard. There's too much to.remember” Translation: I'm.overwhelmed. I'm
trying to do everything at once.

What to do: Go back to the three-technique rule from Chapter 7. You don't need to
do everything. Pick three practices. Master those. Let the rest go.

¢ How to Come Back After a Setback

You stopped practicing. Maybe for days. Maybe for weeks. Here's how you come
back:

e Don't punish yourself. No guilt. No shame. No "I should have..." Just: I stopped.
Now I'm starting again.

o Start smaller than before. If you were doing 10 minutes a day, start with three. If
you were doing three techniques, start with one. Make it so easy you can't fail.

« Ask yourself: what got in the way? Not to beat yourself up—to learn. Was it
time? Energy? Belief? Clarity? Understanding what stopped you helps you plan
for it next time.

e Recommit. Out loud if possible. I'm starting again today. Just for today. I'll deal
with it tomorrow when it comes.

One day at a time. One practice at a time. That's how you come back. And you will
come back. Maybe a dozen times. Maybe a hundred. Each time you come back,
you're building the skill of resilience. And that's the skill that changes everything.

¢ Adjusting Practices as Your Body Changes

Here's something else to keep in mind: your body is not static. It's aging. It's
changing. And the practices that work for you now might not work the same way
five years from now. Maybe right now, you can sit comfortably for 10 minutes of
meditation. But in a few years, your back might not tolerate that. So you adjust.
You meditate lying down. Or you do walking meditation instead. Maybe right now,
the 4-7-8 breathing pattern feels perfect. But at some point, holding your breath
for seven counts might feel uncomfortable. So you shorten it. Or you switch to
extended exhale breathing. Maybe right now, you can do shoulder rolls standing.
But later, you might need to do them seated. Or in bed.



That's not failure. That's adaptation. Your practices should serve your body, not
the other way around. When your body changes, your practices change with it.
And that's okay. That's expected. That's the long view in action. Don't cling to a

practice because it used to work. Be willing to let go and find what works now. The
principles stay the same. The Implétiéntation €volves =" V'™ AcE ¢

¢ Permission: Some Days You Won't Practice, and That's Okay

Let's get very clear about something. You're not going to practice every day. And
that's okay. Some days, you'll be too tired. Too overwhelmed. Too sick. Too busy.
Too whatever. Some days, survival is the practice. Getting through the day without
falling apart is enough. You don't get extra credit for white-knuckling your way
through a meditation when what you really need is a nap. You don't win a prize for
doing breathwork when your body is screaming for you to just lie down and rest.
Sometimes, the most regulated thing you can do is permit yourself not to practice.
This isn't a pass to quit. It's permission to be human.

The goal is consistency over time, not perfection every single day. If you practice
five days a week and rest two, that's still five days more than you were practicing
before. If you practice three days some weeks and zero days other weeks, you're
still practicing. You haven't failed. You're just in an ebb. Life has ebbs and flows.
Your practice will too. Stop trying to be perfect. Start trying to be sustainable. That
means honoring rest. That means adjusting when life gets hard. That means
forgiving yourself when you forget. Sustainable practice has built-in flexibility.
Rigid practice breaks. You're building something meant to last a lifetime. That
means it has to bend without breaking.

¢ The Compound Effect of Tiny, Consistent Actions

Now, let’s talk about what happens when you do show up. Not perfectly. Not every
day. But consistently enough over time. This is where the magic is. Not in any one
practice. Not in any one moment. In the accumulation. Every time you take three
slow breaths, you're training your vagus nerve. Every time you notice tension and
soften it, you're teaching your body that it's allowed to release. Every time you set
a boundary, you're reinforcing that your needs matter. Every time you meditate—
even for three minutes, even badly—you're building attentional stamina.

None of these actions, on their own, will transform your life. But a hundred of
them? A thousand? That's when things change. This is the compound effect. Small
actions, repeated over time, create massive results. Not because any one action is
powerful. Because consistency is powerful. Think about it this way:



Day 1: You take three deep breaths. You feel maybe 2% calmer. Hardly noticeable.

Day 30: You've practiced most days. Some days you forget. Some days it felt
pointless. But you kept showing up. You're starting to remember to breathe in

stressful moments without havingte think;aboutit: Yeurdaseline feels maybe
10% calmer.

Day 90: You've had setbacks. You've had weeks where you didn't practice at all.
But you keep coming back. And now? You're noticing you recover faster. The stress
that used to knock you out for three days now clears in one. Your sleep is better.
Your jaw isn't clenched as often. You're at 25% calmer.

Day 180: You've weathered some real stress. And you used your tools. Not
perfectly. But you used them. And they helped. Your nervous system is spending
more time in rest than it has in years. You're at 40% calmer.

Day 365: You look back and realize: you're a different person. Not because you had
one breakthrough moment. Because you showed up a hundred times. And those
hundred times added up.

That's the compound effect. It's not dramatic. It's not instant. But it's real. And it
lasts.

¢ What Changes When You Commit to the Long View

When you stop expecting quick fixes and start thinking in terms of lifelong
practice, everything changes. You stop judging yourself for not being perfect.
Because perfection was never the point. You stop quitting when you have a
setback. Because setbacks are expected, not failures. You stop looking for the
"right” technique. Because the right technique is whichever one you'll actually
use. You stop waiting to feel motivated. Because you understand that motivation
follows action, not the other way around. You stop treating stress management as
one more thing on your to-do list. Because it becomes woven into the fabric of
your life. You start seeing your practices as acts of self-respect, not self-
improvement. You start trusting your body instead of trying to control it. You start
measuring success by how you recover, not by whether you get stressed. And you
start living from a place of "this is how I take care of myself now" instead of "I
should be doing this, but I'm not." That shift—from should to is—is everything.

& PAUSE & REFLECT



Sit with these questions. They're about the long view, about what you're
really committing to here.

« What does "sustainable" mean to you? What would a stress management
practice look like that you,could stillhe doing.five years fromnow? ,

« When you imagine yourself having a setback—stopping practice for a week or
two—how do you typically respond to yourself? With harshness? With
understanding? What would it take to respond with compassion?

o What small shift could you make right now that would still be working for you
a year from now? (Not the big, ambitious plan. The tiny, doable one.)

« Ifyou believed that progress isn't linear—that setbacks are part of the process,
not evidence of failure—how would that change how you approach this work?

& WHAT TO REMEMBER

« This isn't a 30-day challenge or a quick fix—sustainable change happens
over months and years through small, repeated actions, not dramatic
transformations.

 You're not fixing a broken nervous system—you're building a lifelong
friendship with the system that's been protecting you for decades.

« Progress is not linear—it zigzags with setbacks and breakthroughs,
measured by faster recovery and earlier awareness, not perfection.

« Resistance and setbacks are part of the process, not evidence of failure—
the key is treating them as pauses, not endings, and coming back
without punishment.

 Your practices should adapt as your body changes over time—when your
body changes, your implementation changes, while the principles stay
the same.

« You don't need to practice every day to make this work—consistency
over time matters more than perfection every single day.

« The compound effect of tiny, consistent actions creates massive results
—not because any one action is powerful, but because consistency is
powerful.



¢ When you commit to the long view, you stop judging yourself for
imperfection and start measuring success by recovery rather than
whether you get stressed.

¢ FINDING CALM — WE GET BETTER WITH AGE ¢

4@ A GENTLE NEXT STEP

This week, practice sustainable thinking: When you practice, notice: Did
I show up? Good. That's success. I don't need it to be perfect. When you
forget, notice: I forgot. That's okay. What will help me remember
tomorrow? (A reminder? A different time? A simpler practice?) When you
have a setback, notice: I stopped. That's normal. How do I want to come
back? (Smaller? Simpler? With more support?) At the end of the week, ask
yourself just one question: Did I show up more this week than last week? Or
the same amount? If yes, you're on track. If no, adjust something small and
try again. This isn't about perfection. This is about building something that
lasts. One imperfect practice at a time.
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CHAPTER 10

THE PEACE THAT'S POSSIBLE

Life on the Other Side

You've made it to the final chapter. And maybe you're wondering: what's on the
other side of all this work? What does life actually look like when you've been
practicing these techniques for months? When your nervous system has learned
to trust you? When you've built boundaries that hold? When you've stopped
fighting your body and started listening to it? Is it perfect? No. Is it peaceful? More
than you might imagine. This chapter isn't about promising you a stress-free life.
That doesn't exist. Life after sixty still comes with challenges, losses, limitations,
and uncertainty. But what changes—what fundamentally shifts—is your
relationship with all of it. You stop being at the mercy of your stress. You start
having choice. You stop collapsing under the weight of everything. You start
bending without breaking. You stop feeling like a passenger in your own life,
hijacked by your nervous system and other people’s demands. You start feeling
like yourself again. Not a younger version of yourself. Not a "fixed"” version. Just...
you. But with more space. More ease. More capacity to be with what is. That's the
peace that's possible. And it's closer than you think.

¢ What a Regulated Nervous System Actually Feels Like

Let's get specific. Because "regulated” might sound abstract or clinical. Here's
what it actually feels like in your daily life:

¢ Morning

You wake up, and your first thought isn't dread or a mental to-do list. It's just...
waking up. Noticing the light. Feel the bed beneath you. Taking a breath that
reaches all the way down. Your body doesn't feel like it's already bracing for the
day. Your shoulders aren't up by your ears before your feet hit the floor. You're not
behind before you've even started. You might still do your morning breathing
practice. But now it's not desperation—it's maintenance. A way of saying good



morning to your body. A way of setting an intention: Today, I'm going to try to be
kind to myself.

¢ Midday

¢ FINDING CALM — WE GET BETTER WITH AGE
Something unexpected happens. A phone call. A change in plans. A minor crisis.

You feel your nervous system activate. That's normal. That's healthy. But here's
what's different: you notice it. You catch the spike early—the tightening in your
chest, the shallow breath, the mental spinning. And because you notice it, you can
respond to it. You take three slow breaths. You do shoulder rolls. You step outside
for two minutes. And the activation passes. It doesn't take over your whole day. An
hour later, you're fine. Not because nothing hard happened. Because you knew
how to help your nervous system move through it instead of getting stuck in it.

¢ Afternoon

You're tired. Your energy is lower than it was this morning. And instead of pushing
through, you rest. Not for hours. Not dramatically. You just sit down for ten
minutes. You close your eyes. You let yourself be tired without making it mean
something's wrong with you. You've stopped treating your body like a machine
that should perform regardless of what you ask of it. You've started treating it like
a living system that has rhythms, that needs rest, that's allowed to be human. And
because you rested when you needed to, you have energy for the evening. Not
unlimited energy. Just enough.

¢ Evening

Your adult child calls. They're worried about you. Again. In the past, this call would
have sent you spiraling. You'd spend the next two hours replaying the
conversation, feeling guilty, feeling defensive, feeling like you have to prove you're
okay. But now? You listen. You acknowledge their concern. And then you say: "1
understand you're worried. But I'm managing my life in the way that works for
me. I need you to trust me."” They push back a little. And you hold the boundary.
When you hang up, you feel the stress in your body. But you don't shame yourself
for it. You do five minutes of loving-kindness meditation. You remind yourself:
Setting boundaries is hard. And I did it anyway. I'm proud of myself. The stress is
there. But it doesn't consume you. And it doesn't stop you from taking care of
yourself.



¢ Night

You do your evening wind-down. Maybe the full sequence, maybe the shortened
version. Depends on the day. You lie down, and your body knows: this is the signal.
This is where we rest. Your mind might still wander. Thoughts might still come.
But they're not as loud. Not as urgent. You're not fighting sleep. You're allowing it.
And when you wake at 2 a.m.—because sometimes you still do—you don't panic.
You don't catastrophize. You just breathe. You do a body scan. You remind yourself:
I'm safe. I'm okay. Sleep will come back. And it does.

This is what regulation looks like. Not perfection. Not invulnerability. Just
capacity. The capacity to be with hard things without being destroyed by them.
Capacity to notice and respond instead of react and collapse. Capacity to honor
your limits without apologizing for them. That's the peace that's possible. And it's
real.

¢ Real Stories: What Life Looks Like After Consistent Practice

Let me tell you about some people who've done this work. Not hypothetical
people. Real people.

MARGARET, 68:

Six months ago, Margaret's baseline stress level was an 8 out of 10. She woke up
anxious. She went to bed anxious. Her shoulders were permanently tensed. She
was snapping at her husband, avoiding her friends, and convinced she was "just
an anxious person.” She started with three minutes of breath-counting meditation
every morning. That's it. Just three minutes.

Now? She still gets anxious. But her baseline is a 4. Maybe a 5 on hard days. She
catches her stress earlier. She uses her tools. She sleeps better. Her husband says
she seems "more like herself” than she has in years. She's not cured. She's just not
drowning anymore.

ROBERT, 72:

Robert's stress was all in his body. Chronic tension headaches. Jaw pain from
grinding his teeth at night. Shoulders so tight his doctor thought he had a
structural problem. He resisted the idea that stress was causing his pain. He
wanted a medical fix. But when the medical tests came back clear, he reluctantly
tried somatic practices. Shoulder rolls. Jaw releases. Progressive muscle relaxation
before bed. Three months later? The headaches are 70% better. He's not grinding
his teeth anymore. His jaw pain is almost gone. He learned his body was holding



stress he didn't even know he was experiencing. And when he gave his body
permission to release it, it did.

LINDA, 74:

Linda's biggest stressor was herrelationship withchepadult daughter The
hovering. The constant worry. The phone calls left Linda feeling infantilized and
angry. She started setting boundaries. Small ones at first. "I need you to trust that
I'll ask for help when I need it." Her daughter didn't take it well. There were some
hard conversations. Some tears. But six months later? Their relationship is better
than it's been in years. Linda's daughter finally heard her. Finally adjusted. Finally
started treating Linda like an adult instead of a problem to manage. And Linda’s
stress? Cut in half. Because she's not managing her daughter’s anxiety on top of
her own anymore. These are not exceptional people. They're just people who
showed up. Who practiced. Who kept coming back even when it was hard. And
their lives changed. Not dramatically. Not overnight. But genuinely. And
sustainably. That's what's possible for you too.

The Ripple Effects: Better Sleep, Clearer Thinking, More Patience, Less

¢ Pain

Here's what people don't tell you about regulating your nervous system: The
benefits ripple out in ways you don't expect. You start doing breathwork to
manage anxiety. And then you notice your sleep is better. You start doing body
scans to release tension. And then you notice your chronic pain is more
manageable. You start setting boundaries to reduce stress. And then you notice
you have more patience with the people you love. It's all connected. Your nervous
system, your sleep, your pain levels, your relationships, your mental clarity, your
emotional resilience—it's all one system. When you calm your nervous system,
everything downstream benefits.

¢ Better Sleep

When your nervous system spends less time in activation, your body can actually
rest at night. You fall asleep faster. You stay asleep longer. You wake up feeling
more restored. And better sleep improves everything else. Your mood. Your pain
tolerance. Your cognitive function. Your immune system. It's a positive feedback
loop. Regulation improves sleep. Sleep improves regulation.



¢ Clearer Thinking

When you're chronically stressed, your prefrontal cortex—the part of your brain
responsible for executive function, decision-making, and emotional regulation—
goes offline. You can't think clearly. You forget fhings. You feel foggy. But when
your nervous system calms down, your brain comes back online. You remember
where you put your keys. You can follow a conversation without losing the thread.
You can make decisions without spiraling into indecision. People often think their
cognitive decline is just aging. Sometimes it's just chronic stress.

¢ More Patience

When you're regulated, you have a longer fuse. The things that used to make you
snap—someone driving slowly in front of you, a repetitive question, a minor
inconvenience—don't hijack you the same way. You still feel irritation. But you
have space between the feeling and the reaction. That space is everything. That's
where choice lives. You can feel annoyed and still respond kindly. You can be
frustrated and still stay present. That's not about being a "better person.” That's
about having a nervous system that isn't maxed out all the time.

¢ Less Pain

This one surprises people. Many types of chronic pain—especially tension
headaches, back pain, jaw pain, digestive issues—are either caused by or
significantly worsened by stress. When you release chronic tension from your
body, pain often decreases. Not all pain. If you have structural damage, arthritis, or
other medical conditions, you'll still have pain. But the pain that comes from
holding your body in a constant state of bracing? That pain can change. People
report reductions in headaches, back pain, neck pain, stomach issues, and even
fibromyalgia symptoms when they consistently practice nervous system
regulation. Your body stops hurting as much when it stops being on high alert.

All of these ripple effects compound. Better sleep improves thinking. Clearer
thinking improves patience. More patience improves relationships. Better
relationships reduce stress. Less stress improves sleep. You're not just fixing one
thing. You're healing the whole system.

¢ You're Not Just Managing Stress—You're Reclaiming Your
Life

Let's zoom out for a moment. This book has been about stress management.



Techniques. Practices. Tools. But that's not really what this is about. This is about
reclaiming your life from the grip of chronic activation. This is about
remembering who you are underneath all the tension and worry and bracing. This
is about feeling at home in your body again after years, maybe decades, of feeling
at war with it. This is about fréedom. Freedom from waking tip alféady dreading
the day. Freedom from being hijacked by your nervous system every time
something unexpected happens. Freedom from relationships that drain you
because you never learned to set boundaries. Freedom from the voice in your head
that says you're too much, not enough, doing it wrong, failing at aging. Freedom to
just be. In this body. At this age. With all your limitations and history, and
imperfections. Freedom to say: This is me. This is my life. And I'm allowed to live
it in a way that feels sustainable and true. That's what's on the other side of this
work. Not perfection. Not a life without stress. Just a life where stress doesn't own
you anymore. And that? That changes everything.

¢ Legacy: Modeling Calm for Others

Here's something you might not have considered: When you do this work, you're
not just helping yourself. You're modeling something for everyone who's
watching. Your adult children. Your grandchildren. Your friends. Your community.
You're showing them that it's possible to age without losing yourself to anxiety.
You're showing them that it's okay to have limits and to honor them. You're
showing them that self-care isn't selfish—it's necessary. You're showing them
what it looks like to befriend your body instead of fighting it. And whether you
realize it or not, they're learning from you. When your grandchild sees you take
three deep breaths before responding to something stressful, they're learning
emotional regulation. When your adult child sees you set a boundary without
apologizing, they're learning that their needs matter too. When your friend sees
you prioritize rest over productivity, they're learning that rest is valuable. You're
not just managing your own stress. You're breaking generational patterns. You're
teaching the people around you that there's another way. A gentler way. A more
sustainable way. That's legacy. That's impact. And it starts with you deciding: I
deserve peace. And I'm willing to do the work to find it.

This Body Has Carried You This Far. Now You Get to Carry It Gently.
One more thing before we close.

Your body has been with you through everything. Every joy. Every heartbreak.
Every triumph. Every loss. It's carried you through childbirth, if you gave birth.



Through decades of work. Through sleepless nights, taking care of others.
Through stress you thought would break you. It's weathered illness, injury, aging,
and the simple passage of time. And maybe you've been frustrated with it. Maybe

you've been angry at it for slowing down, for hurting, for not cooperating the way
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But your body hasn't betrayed you. Your body has been trying to keep you safe.
Every stress response, every tension pattern, every moment of activation—that
was your body doing its job. It wasn't doing it perfectly. But it was doing its best.
And now, it's asking for your help. It's asking you to finally listen. To finally
respond with gentleness instead of frustration. To finally stop demanding more
than it can give and start honoring what it needs. This body has carried you this
far. Now you get to carry it gently. Not by forcing it to be different. Not by trying to
turn back time. By meeting it exactly where it is, with respect and tenderness and
care.

That's what all of these practices are, really. Acts of respect for a body that's been
working so hard for so long. Every conscious breath you take is you saying: Thank
you. I see you. I'm here with you. Every moment of release is you saying: You're
allowed to rest now. You've earned it. Every boundary you set is you saying: I'm
going to protect you the way you've been protecting me. That's not self-care.
That's self-respect. And your body? Your body will respond to that respect with
healing. With softening. With trust. Not overnight. Not perfectly. But genuinely.
And that's enough. You Haven't Lost Anything. You've Gained Clarity.

As we close this book, I want to leave you with this: You haven't lost anything by
reading this book and doing this work. You haven't lost time. You haven't wasted
energy. You haven't made yourself more anxious by paying attention to your
stress. You've gained clarity. Clarity about where your stress lives in your body.
Clarity about what triggers it and what soothes it. Clarity about what you need and
what you're no longer willing to tolerate. Clarity about the fact that you're not
broken—you're just activated, and activation can be calmed. And clarity is power.

Because you can't change what you can't see. You can't heal what you won't
acknowledge. You can't regulate what you don't understand. But now you see it.
You acknowledge it. You understand it. And that means you can work with it.

¢ This Is Ongoing, Not Finished

Here's the last truth I need you to hear: You're never going to be "done” with this
work. There's no graduation. No finish line. No point where you can say, "I've



mastered my nervous system, I never have to practice again.” This is ongoing. For
the rest of your life. And that might sound exhausting. But it's actually freeing.
Because it means you don't have to get it perfect. You don't have to fix yourself
once and for all. You just have to keep showing up. Keep practicing. Keep learning.
Some days you'll do great. Sorhe days you'll forget evérything you've learned.
Some years you'll be consistent. Some years you'll fall off entirely and have to start
over. And all of that is okay. All of that is part of the process. You're not trying to
become someone who never gets stressed. You're trying to become someone who
knows how to be with stress without being destroyed by it. That's a lifelong
practice. And you've just begun.

¢ You're Going to Be Okay

One more time, because you need to hear it: You're going to be okay. Not because
life is suddenly going to get easy. Not because aging stops being hard. Not because
stress disappears. But because you now have tools. And awareness. And a
relationship with your nervous system that's based on partnership instead of war.
You know how to breathe when panic rises. You know how to release tension
when it builds. You know how to set boundaries when people overstep. You know
how to come home to your body when you've been lost in your head. And that's
enough. That's more than enough. You're not perfect. You're not fixed. You're just
equipped. And equipped is all you need to be.

¢ Hope and Autonomy: What You Do Next Is Up to You

This is where I step back and you step forward. Because I can't practice for you. I
can't regulate your nervous system for you. I can't set your boundaries for you.
Only you can do that. But here's what I know: you can do it. Not because you're
exceptionally strong or disciplined or gifted. But because you're human. And
humans are capable of extraordinary adaptation when they're given the right tools
and support. You have the tools now. You've read this entire book. You've learned
techniques that work. What you do with them is up to you.

You can put this book down and never think about it again. You can try for a week
and give up. You can practice inconsistently and wonder why nothing changes. Or
you can choose differently. You can choose to show up. Imperfectly. Inconsistently
at first. But consistently enough over time. You can choose to treat yourself with
the compassion you've spent a lifetime giving to others. You can choose to believe
that you're worth the effort. That your peace matters. That your life—right now, at
this age, in this body—is valuable and deserving of care.



That choice is yours. It's always been yours. And whatever you choose, I hope you
choose with eyes wide open. With clarity about what's at stake. Because what's at
stake isn't perfection. It's peace. Peace in your body. Peace in your relationships.
Peace in your days. That peace is possible. It's waiting for you. All you have to do is
reaCh fOl‘ lt. Ol’le bl’eath at a tirﬁelleDlNG CALM — WE GET BETTER WITH AGE ¢

& PAUSE & REFLECT
These are the last questions in the book. Sit with them as long as you need.

« When you imagine your life six months from now, with a requlated nervous
system and consistent practice, what's different? What does your day feel like?

« What's one thing from this book that you know, deep down, could change your
life if you actually committed to it?

« What's stopping you from committing? (Be honest. Not to judge yourself—just
to see clearly.)

o If you truly believed you were worth the effort—worth the time, the practice,
the care—what would you do differently starting today?

4 WHAT TO REMEMBER

¢ Aregulated nervous system doesn't mean stress-free—it means you
have the capacity to be with hard things without being destroyed by
them.

« Real change looks like: noticing stress earlier, recovering faster, sleeping
better, thinking clearly, having more patience, and experiencing less
pain.

« When you regulate your nervous system, benefits ripple out to every
area of life—sleep, relationships, pain, mental clarity, and emotional
resilience.

« This work isn't just about managing stress—it's about reclaiming your
life from chronic activation and remembering who you are underneath
the tension.

 You're modeling calm and boundary-setting for everyone watching—
your children, grandchildren, friends—breaking generational patterns.



 Your body has carried you through everything life has thrown at you—
now you get to carry it gently with respect and tenderness.

 You haven't lost anything through this work—you've gained clarity, and

clarity is power.
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« This is ongoing, not finished—there's no graduation or finish line, just a
lifelong practice of showing up imperfectly.

« Your Final Practice There is no specific practice this week. Just this:

Choose one thing from this book. One technique. One boundary. One shift
in perspective. Commit to it for 30 days. Not perfectly. Not every single day.
Just more days than not. And at the end of 30 days, notice what's different.
Then choose whether to continue. Whether to add something else. Whether
to adjust. You're in charge now. You have everything you need. The only
question left is: What will you choose? The book is complete. But your
journey is just beginning.

Welcome home to your body. Welcome home to yourself.

You've got this. And you're going to be okay.



CLOSING

YOU'VE ALREADY STARTED
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You made it. Ten chapters. Hundreds of pages. Breathing techniques, somatic
practices, meditation, boundaries, sustainability, and the long view. And if you're
feeling a little overwhelmed right now, that's normal. You might be thinking:
That's a lot. How am I supposed to remember all of this? How am I supposed to do
all of this? Take a breath. You're not supposed to do all of it. You never were.

¢ What Matters Most

Here's what I want you to remember from everything you've read:

Your stress is real. Your nervous system isn't broken. And you have more power
than you think. That's it. That's the foundation everything else builds on. You're
not too old to change. You're not too anxious to calm down. You're not too
damaged to heal. You're just activated. And activation can be soothed. Not
instantly. Not permanently. But genuinely. And the way you soothe it is simple,
even if it's not easy: You breathe consciously. You listen to your body. You set
boundaries. You practice. You keep coming back. That's the work. That's all the
work. Everything else—all the specific techniques, all the detailed instructions—is
just different ways of doing those five things. So if you forget everything else,
remember this: Breathe. Listen. Protect your peace. Practice. Return. That's
enough.

¢ You Don't Have to Do All of It

Before you close this book, I need you to hear this one more time: You don't have
to do everything in this book. You don't have to practice every technique. You don't
have to master every chapter. You don't have to become someone who meditates
for an hour every morning and has perfect boundaries and never gets stressed.
You just have to do something. Pick one breathing technique. Practice it when you
remember. Pick one boundary you need to set. Set it, even if your voice shakes.
Pick one somatic practice. Do it once a week, or once a day, or whenever your body
asks for it.

One thing, practiced consistently, will change your life more than ten things you
never actually do. So start small. Start simple. Start with whatever feels most



accessible to you right now. And trust that one thing will lead to another. Those
small changes compound. That showing up imperfectly is infinitely better than
not showing up at all. You don't need to transform. You just need to begin.

* Reading This Was an Act of Self-Care™" *~' ™" """ " *

You know what you did by reading this book? You showed up for yourself. In a
world that tells you you're less valuable now. In a culture that dismisses the
challenges of aging. In a life that probably leaves you very little time or energy for
yourself. You took the time to read about stress management. You took yourself
seriously enough to learn. That's not nothing. That's huge.

Most people never do that. Most people just keep pushing through, keep white-
knuckling it, keep telling themselves they're fine when they're not. But you did
something different. You stopped and said: I need help. I need tools. I need to learn
how to do this better. That choice—the choice to read this book, to be here right
now—is already an act of self-care. So even if you don't practice a single technique.
Even if you put this book down and never pick it up again. You still did something
important. You still honored yourself by showing up. Give yourself credit for that.

¢ Your Nervous System Is Waiting to Help You, Not Punish You

One more reframe before you go: Your nervous system is not your enemy. I
know it feels like it sometimes. When it won't let you sleep. When it spirals you
into panic. When it tenses your body so tight you can barely move. But it's not
trying to punish you. It's trying to protect you. It's just doing it badly. Because it
learned, somewhere along the way, that the world is dangerous and you need to
stay on guard.

And now you get to teach it something new. You get to teach them that not
everything is a threat. That it's allowed to rest. That you're safe, even when life is
hard. Your nervous system wants to help you. It's been trying to help you all along.
It's just been working with outdated information.

You're about to give it new information. Through your breath. Through your
awareness. Through your practices. And when you do—when you show your
nervous system, over and over, that it's safe to let go—it will believe you. Not right
away. Not after one practice. But eventually. Genuinely. It will believe you. And
that's when everything changes.

This Body Remembers How to Rest. It Just Forgot How to Get There.



Your body used to know how to rest. When you were a baby, you breathed deeply,
from your belly, without thinking about it. You cried when you needed to release
something. You slept when you were tired. You were perfectly regulated, without
trying. And then life happened. Stress happened. Trauma, loss, responsibility, and
decades of holding it together’happehed. And youtbody forgot. Not because it's
broken. Not because it's too old. Because it's been in survival mode for so long, rest
started to feel dangerous. But here's the beautiful truth: your body still knows how
to rest. The knowledge is still there, buried underneath years of tension and
activation. You're not learning something new. You're remembering something
you've always known.

Your body remembers what safety feels like. What ease feels like. What peace feels
like. It just forgot how to get there. And you're about to remind it. One breath at a
time. One practice at a time. One moment of softening at a time. You're not fixing
your body. You're guiding it home.

You Haven't Lost Anything. You've Gained Clarity.

I said this in the last chapter, but it bears repeating: You haven't lost anything by
doing this work. You haven't wasted time. You haven't made yourself more
anxious by paying attention to your stress. You've gained something invaluable:
clarity. You now know where your stress lives in your body. You know what
triggers it. You know the difference between tension and pain. You know your
personal stress signature. And you know you're not powerless. You have tools. You
have practices. You have language for what's happening in your nervous system.
That clarity—that understanding—is the beginning of everything. Because you
can't change what you can't see. You can't regulate what you don't understand. You
can't heal what you refuse to acknowledge. But now you see. You understand. You
acknowledge. And that means change is not only possible—it's already begun.

¢ You Don't Have to Do This Alone

One last thing: If this work feels too hard to do alone, you don't have to do it
alone. Find a therapist who understands somatic work and nervous system
regulation. Join a senior community group where you can practice meditation or
gentle movement with others. Talk to your doctor about your stress and ask for
support.

Share this book with a friend and practice together. You're allowed to ask for help.
You're allowed to need support. This work is hard. Not because the techniques are
complicated, but because changing patterns that have been decades in the making



is hard. And it's always easier with company. So if you need help, ask for it. If you
need community, seek it out. If you need professional support, get it. Doing this
work doesn't make you weak. Asking for help doesn't make you weak. It makes

you wise. It makes you brave. It makes you human.
¢ FINDING CALM — WE GET BETTER WITH AGE

¢ The Most Important Step You Can Take: The Next One

You know what the most important step is in this entire journey? Not the first one.
Not the perfect one. The next one. The breath you take tomorrow when you
remember to take it. The boundary you set next week when someone oversteps.
The moment three months from now, when you catch your stress early and use a
tool to calm it. Every next step matters more than any single previous step.
Because this isn't about a dramatic beginning. It's not about a perfect start. It's
about continuing. About returning. About showing up again, even after you've
stopped.

So wherever you are right now—whether you're ready to start tomorrow, or
whether you need to sit with this book for a while, or whether you're not sure you
believe any of this will work— Just take the next step. Whatever that step is for
you. One breath. One practice. One boundary. One moment of listening to your
body. That's all. That's enough. And then, when you're ready, take the next step.
One step at a time. For the rest of your life. That's how peace is built. Not in one
moment. In a thousand small moments, accumulated over time.

¢ Welcome to the Rest of Your Life

This is where the book ends. But this is where your practice begins. You're not the
same person who started reading this book. You know things now you didn't
know before. You see things now you couldn't see before. You've already changed,
just by showing up for yourself this far.

And what happens next—how you use what you've learned, whether you practice,
how you show up for yourself in the days and weeks and months to come—that's
entirely up to you. No one can do this for you. No one can make you practice. No
one can regulate your nervous system but you. But you can do it. I know you can.
Not because you're special. Not because you're more capable than anyone else. But
because you're human. And humans, when given the right tools and the right
support, are capable of profound change. You have the tools now. You know. You
have the clarity. What you do with them is your choice.



And whatever you choose—whether you practice every day or once a week or only
when you remember— I hope you choose yourself. I hope you choose to believe
that you're worth the effort. I hope you choose to honor the body that's carried
you this far. I hope you choose peace, even when it's hard. Even when it feels
impossible. Even when you don't Bélieve’it will work. Becatise it will work. Not
perfectly. Not immediately. But genuinely. You're going to be okay. More than okay.
You're going to find your way home. To your body. To yourself. To peace. One
breath at a time.

Thank you for reading. Thank you for showing up. Thank you for being here. Now
go. Practice. Live.

Your nervous system is waiting. Your peace is waiting.

And you—exactly as you are, right now—are ready.



APPENDIX

YOUR PRACTICAL RESOURCE
LIBRARY . ..o wecersermen wimince »

This appendix contains everything you need to start practicing immediately. No
flipping back through chapters. No searching for instructions. Just clear, simple,
step-by-step guidance you can reference anytime. Think of this as your quick-
start guide. Print these pages. Keep them visible. Fold them up and carry them
with you. These are your tools. Use them.

A. QUICK REFERENCE CARDS

CARD 1: 4-7-8 BREATHING (FOR IMMEDIATE CALM)

When to use: Acute stress, panic, before difficult situations, trouble falling asleep
How to do it:

 Breathe in quietly through your nose for 4 counts

« Hold your breath for 7 counts

 Exhale completely through your mouth (or nose) for 8 counts

 This is one cycle—repeat for 4 cycles total Key points:

 The ratio matters more than the exact count (if 4-7-8 feels too long, try 2-3.5-4)
« The long exhale is most important

« Don't strain—if holding feels uncomfortable, hold for less time

 Should feel calming within 1-2 minutes Modifications:

e COPD/limited lung capacity: Keep breaths shallow, focus on extending exhale

e Anxiety about holding breath: Shorten holds to 3-4 counts or skip entirely

 Using oxygen: Keep oxygen on, focus on rhythm, not depth



CARD 2: BOX BREATHING (FOR GROUNDING AND FOCUS)

When to use: Scattered mind, feeling untethered, need steady focus, middle-of-
the-night waking How to do it:
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 Breathe in through your nose for 4 counts

« Hold your breath for 4 counts

 Breathe out through your nose (or mouth) for 4 counts

 Hold your breath (empty lungs) for 4 counts

» Repeat for 5-10 cycles or as long as it feels good Key points:

« All four sides equal (adjust to 3 or 5 if 4 doesn't work)

 Visualize a box: up, across, down, across

« Holds should be comfortable, not strained

« Creates a sense of order and control Modifications:

« If holding creates anxiety: Skip holds, just do equal inhales and exhales

« For longer practice: Continue for 5-10 minutes

CARD 3: EXTENDED EXHALE (FOR DAILY TENSION)

When to use: Background tension, throughout the day, not in crisis, but not at
ease How to do it:

 Breathe in naturally through your nose (don't force it deeper)

« Exhale slowly, extending it just a bit longer than the inhale

« Pause naturally at the end of the exhale

« Repeat for as long as you like Key points:

« This is the simplest, most forgiving technique

« No counting required—just make exhale longer than inhale

« Can do anywhere, anytime, without anyone noticing

 Subtle but powerful over time Modifications:

« Can do while doing other activities (cooking, watching TV, waiting)

« DPerfect for building a new baseline over weeks



CARD 4: PHYSIOLOGICAL SIGH (EMERGENCY RESET)

When to use: Sudden panic, immediate stress spike, when other techniques
aren't cutting through How to do it:
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Take a deep inhale through your nose

At the top, take a second, shorter inhale (a little sip of air on top)
Exhale slowly and completely through your mouth (or nose)
Repeat 2-3 times Key points:

The double inhale is key—reinflates collapsed alveoli in lungs
Long exhale activates the parasympathetic nervous system
Fast-acting—works within 30-60 seconds

Based on Stanford neuroscience research

CARD 5: FIVE-SENSES GROUNDING

When to use: Dissociation, spiral thinking, overwhelm, panic attacks How to do

it:

NOTICE AND NAME:

5 things you can see (clock, window, hands, wall, floor)

4 things you can touch (shirt, chair, skin, table)

3 things you can hear (traffic, fan, birds, silence)

2 things you can smell (coffee, soap, nothing is okay)

1thing you can taste (even if just inside of mouth) Key points:
Takes 2-3 minutes

Pulls you out of your head into the present moment

Grounds and orients the nervous system

No wrong answers—just notice what's actually here

B. FIVE-MINUTE SOMATIC SEQUENCE

When to use: Morning wake-up, midday reset, evening wind-down, after
stressful events The sequence (5 minutes total):



SHOULDER ROLLS (1 MINUTE)

« Lift shoulders toward ears, hold 2 seconds, drop

+ Roll backwards 5-10 times (up, back, down, forward)
 Roll forwards 5-10 times (up, forward, down, back)
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+ Notice: lighter? Lower? Warmer?

JAW RELEASE (1 MINUTE)

« Place fingertips on jaw joints (in front of ears)

+ Gently open and close the mouth 5-10 times

- Move the jaw side to side 5-10 times

- Open mouth slightly, make a long "ahhhh” sound 3 times
- Rest and notice softness

HAND SQUEEZES (1 MINUTE)

- Make tight fists with both hands

- Hold 5 seconds—really squeeze

- Release, open hands completely, shake gently
- Repeat 5 times: squeeze, hold, release, shake

- Rest with palms up, notice tingling/warmth

GENTLE SPINAL TWIST (1 MINUTE)

- Sit in a chair, feet flat on the floor

- Right hand on left knee, left hand behind you
- Inhale: lengthen spine

- Exhale: gently twist left

- Hold 3-5 breaths, softening with each exhale

- Return to the center, repeat the other side

FULL-BODY CHECK-IN (1 MINUTE)

- Sit or stand still

« Take 3 slow, deep breaths

+ Quick body scan: where's tension now?

+ Notice what's different from when you started Modifications:

- Can't lift arms? Do smaller movements or skip that part

- Back pain? Skip twist or make it gentler

- Limited mobility? Do everything seated, make movements smaller
- The attempt matters more than the range of motion



C. BODY SCAN SCRIPT

Duration: 5-10 minutes

Position: Lying down, sitting, or standing—whatever's comfortable Read this
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slowly, pausing between each sectlon
Close your eyes, or soften your gaze downward.
Take three deep breaths. Just arriving. Just settling.

Now, bring your attention to your feet. Not thinking about your feet—just feeling
them. Are they warm? Cool? Can you feel them against your socks, your shoes, the
floor? Notice whatever's there. No need to change anything.

After 10-15 seconds...

Move your attention to your ankles and lower legs. What do you notice?
Tightness? Ease? Heaviness? Just noticing.

Continue up to your knees... your thighs... Notice the feeling of your legs on the
chair, or the bed, or however they're supported.

Bring attention to your hips and pelvis. This is where a lot of people hold tension.
Just notice. No judgment.

Move to your lower back and abdomen. What's happening here? Tightness?
Softness? Is your breath moving? Just observe.

Your mid-back and chest. Feel your breath moving in this area. Notice if there's
constriction or openness.

Your shoulders. This is where most people discover they're holding significant
tension. Are your shoulders up by your ears? Just notice. If they want to drop, let
them. If they don't, that's okay too.

Your upper arms, elbows, forearms, and hands. Are your hands in fists or open?
Cold or warm? Just noticing.

Your neck. Front, back, sides. Notice if you're holding your head in a particular
way. See if you can soften.

Your jaw. Are you clenching? Even slightly? Your tongue—where is it? Pressed
against the roof of your mouth? See if you can let your jaw hang slightly open.



Your face. Your forehead, your eyes, your cheeks. Notice if you're holding an
expression. See if you can soften.

The crown of your head. Just awareness reaching all the way up.

Now, bring your attention back to your whole body: Take three more deep breaths.

Notice: Does anything feel different than when you started? Lighter? Softer? Or
the same? Whatever you notice is okay.

When you're ready, gently open your eyes.

NOTES:

You can record yourself reading this and play it back

Move more slowly if you have more time

It's okay if you fall asleep during this practice

Some areas might be numb or blank—that's normal, just move on

D. MEDITATION STARTER SCRIPTS

SCRIPT 1: THREE-MINUTE BREATH COUNTING

Sit comfortably. Close your eyes or lower your gaze.
Take three settling breaths.

Now, breathe naturally. Don't control it—just observe.

On your first exhale, silently count "one.” On your second exhale, count "two."
Continue up to "ten.” When you reach ten, start over at "one.”

Your mind will wander. That's not failure. When you notice you've lost count, just
start over at "one.”

You might start over twenty times in three minutes. That's perfect. Every time you
notice and return is success.

Continue for three minutes.

When your timer sounds, take one more deep breath and open your eyes.



SCRIPT 2: THREE-MINUTE LOVING-KINDNESS (SELF)
Sit comfortably. Close your eyes. Place one hand on your heart if that feels good.

Take three breaths.
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Bring to mind an image of yourself—not as you wish you were, but as you are.
Right now. In this body. At this age.

SILENTLY REPEAT THESE PHRASES:
May I be safe. May I be healthy. May I be at ease. May I be happy.
Say them slowly. Let each phrase have space.

If resistance comes up—"I don't deserve this"” or "This is silly"—just notice it. Let it
be there. Keep saying the phrases.

Repeat the cycle 3-5 times over three minutes.

When you're done, take three more breaths. Open your eyes.

SCRIPT 3: THREE-MINUTE SOUND MEDITATION
Sit comfortably. Close your eyes or soften your gaze.
Take three settling breaths.

Now, open your awareness to sound. Don't go looking for sounds—let them come
to you.

Near sounds. Far sounds. Loud. Soft. Constant or intermittent.
Don't name them or analyze them. Just hear them.

When your mind wanders into thought—and it will—gently bring your attention
back to listening.

Let sounds arise and pass away. You're not holding onto them. Just receiving them.
Continue for three minutes.

When your timer sounds, take one more breath and open your eyes.

E. STRESS TRACKER (OPTIONAL)

Use this only if tracking feels helpful, not if it creates more anxiety.



SIMPLE DAILY LOG

TIME STRESS (1- WHAT TRIGGERED TECHNIQUE How OUTCOME (1-
10) IT? USED LONG? 10)

Morning ¢ FINDING CALM — WE GET BETTER WITH AGE | ¢

Midday

Evening

WHAT TO TRACK

Stress Level: 1 = deeply calm, 10 = full panic

What triggered it: Be specific (phone call from daughter, doctor appointment,
unpaid bill)

Technique used: Which practice did you try?
How long: 2 minutes? 10 minutes?

Outcome: Did stress decrease? By how much?

PURPOSE

Identify patterns (time of day, specific triggers)
See which techniques work best for you
Notice improvement over weeks/months

Not about judgment—about learning

STOP TRACKING IF

It's making you more anxious
You're obsessing over numbers

It feels like homework rather than helpful

F. ADAPTING PRACTICES FOR COMMON
CONDITIONS

FOR ARTHRITIS:

All somatic movements can be smaller—range of motion doesn't matter

Do movements seated rather than standing if standing hurts



Never push through joint pain—discomfort is okay, pain is a boundary

Focus on awareness and intention, not physical achievement For Limited
Mobility (wheelchair, walker, severe limitations):

Every technique in this book can be done seated:r serrer wiTh ace
Shoulder rolls work even with tiny movements

Hand squeezes require no other movement

Meditation requires no movement at all

Your breath is always available, regardless of mobility For Hearing Loss:
Sound meditation might not work—use breath or body sensation instead
Body scan relies on internal awareness, not external sound

All breathing techniques work regardless of hearing

If using guided meditations, use headphones with volume control For Vision
Loss:

Body scan works perfectly—it's about internal sensation
All breathing techniques work with eyes closed
Walking meditation works if you have a familiar, safe space

Can have someone read scripts aloud or record them in your own voice For
COPD, Asthma, or Limited Lung Capacity:

Forget "deep” breaths—work within your comfortable range
Focus on extending exhale relative to inhale, even if both are small

Try pursed-lip breathing (inhale through nose, exhale slowly through pursed
lips)
Never strain or force—this should feel calming, not suffocating

Keep supplemental oxygen on during practices For Chronic Pain (Fibromyalgia,
back pain, etc.):

Start with the shortest versions of practices (1-2 minutes)
Position matters—find what's comfortable first, practice second
Pain often decreases with nervous system regulation over time

Distinguish between new sharp pain (stop) and familiar chronic pain (work
gently with it)



Some days your capacity is zero—rest is the practice For Vertigo or Balance
Issues:

Do all practices seated in a stable chair

Keep eyes open if closing themtriggers vertigo: e+ setrer with ace o
Walking meditation might not be safe—use seated alternatives
Focus on practices that don't involve position changes

If lying down causes vertigo, stay upright For Cognitive Changes (Early
dementia, memory issues):

Write down instructions and keep them visible

Use the same practice at the same time every day (builds procedural memory)
Simpler is better—extended exhale breathing, hand squeezes

Set alarms as reminders

Enlist a family member to practice with you

The body remembers even when the mind forgets

G. WHEN TO SEEK ADDITIONAL SUPPORT

Signs stress has become clinical anxiety or depression:

Seek professional help if you're experiencing:

Anxiety or low mood that persists most of the day, nearly every day, for weeks
Panic attacks (sudden, intense fear with physical symptoms)

Inability to function in daily life (can't get out of bed, can't eat, can't care for
yourself)

Thoughts of harming yourself or that life isn't worth living
Isolation—withdrawing completely from all relationships
Using alcohol or medications to cope with feelings

Physical symptoms that multiple doctors can't explain and that are worsening

These practices support mental health but don't replace treatment for clinical
conditions.

How to talk to your doctor about stress:



Instead of: "I'm just stressed.”

Try: "I'm experiencing chronic stress that's affecting my sleep, my pain levels, and
my quality of life. I'm working on stress management techniques, but I want to

make sure there's nothing medical we're.missing..Car we-reviewmny symptoms
and discuss whether I need additional support?”

BRING SPECIFICS:

« When symptoms started or worsened

« How often do they occur

« What have you tried

« How is it affecting your daily life Ask about:

 Referral to a therapist who specializes in older adults

¢ Whether any medications might be contributing to anxiety

« Medical causes that should be ruled out

 Support groups for seniors dealing with stress/anxiety Finding senior-friendly

therapists:

Look for therapists who specialize in:

o Geriatric psychology

« Life transitions

e Chronic illness and pain management

 Grief and loss

« Somatic experiencing or body-based therapy Where to find them:

« Psychology Today therapist directory (filter by age, specialty, and insurance)
 Your insurance provider's directory

 Ask your primary care doctor for referrals

« Local senior centers often have lists of recommended providers

« Medicare covers mental health services Questions to ask potential therapists:
« Do you have experience working with older adults?

« Are you familiar with somatic/body-based approaches?

« Do you offer telehealth if I can't travel easily?

« What's your approach to anxiety/stress in older adults?



Support groups and community resources:

Senior centers: Often offer free or low-cost meditation, yoga, and tai chi classes
designed for older adults

o * INDING CALM w ET BETTER W{TH AGE
Hospital wellness programs: I\f[anyhhospltaTs offer stress reduction programs for

seniors
Faith communities: May offer support groups, meditation, and prayer groups
Online communities: SilverSneakers, AARP, We Get Better With Age community

Medicare programs: Some Medicare Advantage plans cover fitness and wellness
programs

Area Agency on Aging: Contact your local agency—they have resource lists for
senior mental health support

H. RECOMMENDED RESOURCES

Apps with Senior-Friendly Interfaces:

FOR MEDITATION AND BREATHWORK:

 Insight Timer (Free): Large library, adjustable text size, simple interface
 Calm (Subscription): High-quality production, easy navigation, sleep stories
« Headspace (Subscription): Clear instructions, good for beginners

« Breathwork (Free/Subscription): Focuses specifically on breathing techniques
Tips for using apps:

« Increase font size in accessibility settings
 Use guided sessions rather than just timers at first
« Many offer free senior discounts—call customer service

 Can cast audio to a larger device or smart speaker YouTube Channels with
Chair-Based Practices:

SEARCH FOR:
 "Chair yoga for seniors”

o "Gentle somatic exercises”

e "Meditation for older adults”



« "Breathing exercises for beginners” Recommended channels:

 Yoga with Adriene (has senior-specific videos)

o HAS(it Seniors

« SilverSneakers (official chahnelyBooks for Déeper Téarnitig: “°= *

« The Body Keeps the Score by Bessel van der Kolk (on trauma and body)
« Why Zebras Don't Get Ulcers by Robert Sapolsky (on stress physiology)
« Wherever You Go, There You Are by Jon Kabat-Zinn (on mindfulness)

« Self-Compassion by Kristin Neff (on treating yourself with kindness)

¢ Burnout by Emily and Amelia Nagoski (on completing the stress cycle) Websites
and Online Resources:

« blogwegetbetterwithage.com - Articles, stories, practical advice for living well
after sixty

e Medicare.gov - Information on covered mental health services

« NIMH.nih.gov - National Institute of Mental Health (older adults section)

« Eldercare.acl.gov - Eldercare locator for local resources Printable Resources:
 Print the Quick Reference Cards from this appendix

 Print the Body Scan Script

« Print the Meditation Starter Scripts

 Print your chosen tracking sheet

« Keep them visible: bathroom mirror, refrigerator, bedside table

I. WEEKLY PRACTICE PLANNER TEMPLATE

Make copies of this and fill in each week:

MY THREE CORE TECHNIQUES

. (Breathing practice)

. (Somatic practice)

. (Meditation / mindfulness practice)



THIS WEEK'S SCHEDULE

DAY MORNING PRACTICE MIDDAY RESET EVENING WIND-DOWN NOTES

Monday
¢ FINDING CALM — WE GET BETTER WITH AGE
Tuesday
Wednesday
Thursday
Friday

Saturday

Sunday

BOUNDARIES I'M WORKING ON

STRESS TRIGGERS TO WATCH FOR

END OF WEEK REFLECTION

¢ What worked:

e What was hard:

e What I'll adjust next week:

e Stress level at start of week (1-10): ___

e Stress level at end of week (1-10): ____

J. SAMPLE WEEK FROM SOMEONE IN THEIR 70S

Meet Carol, 73, a retired teacher, dealing with chronic shoulder tension, anxiety
about medical appointments, and a strained relationship with her adult son.
Carol's Three Core Techniques:

 4-7-8 breathing (for immediate calm)



» Shoulder rolls (for chronic tension)

 3-minute breath counting meditation (building attention) Carol's Actual Week:

MONDAY:

. . * FINDI.NG CALM — WE GI;T BETTER WITH_AGE o
Morning: 3 minutes breath counting before getting out of bed v

Midday: Forgot—was busy with errands

Evening: 5 minutes shoulder rolls + 4-7-8 breathing before bed v

Notes: Slept better than usual Tuesday:

Morning: Skipped—overslept

Midday: Doctor appointment—did 4-7-8 breathing in parking lot before
appointment v (Really helped!)

Evening: Too tired, went straight to bed

Notes: Glad I remembered breathing before the appointment Wednesday:

Morning: 3 minutes breath counting v

Midday: Did shoulder rolls while watching TV v

Evening: 4-7-8 breathing v

Notes: Son called, set boundary about not second-guessing my doctor. Hard but
proud.

THURSDAY:

« Morning: 3 minutes breath counting v

Midday: Forgot

Evening: Shoulder rolls + breath counting v

Notes: Noticed shoulders were tense earlier in the day Friday:

Morning: Skipped—felt off, just rested
Midday: Skipped
Evening: Just did 4-7-8 breathing v

Notes: Sometimes rest is the practice Saturday:

Morning: 3 minutes breath counting + shoulder rolls v

Midday: Noticed stress, did extended exhale breathing while making lunch v

Evening: Full evening routine v



« Notes: Best day this week Sunday:

» Morning: 3 minutes breath counting v

« Midday: 5-senses grounding when felt anxious about the week ahead v

 Evening: 4-7-8 breathing

‘/0 FINDING CALM — WE GET BETTER WITH AGE ¢

« Notes: Sunday anxiety is still there but managed it better End of Week

Reflection:

What worked: Morning breathing is getting easier to remember. 4-7-8 breathing

before a doctor appointment was game-changer. What was hard: Midday practices
—I forget when I'm busy. Friday, I was too tired and that's okay. What I'll adjust:
Set phone alarm for 2 pm midday check-in. Keep practices short so I'm more likely

to do them.
Stress level at start of week: 7

Stress level at end of week: 5

K. EMERGENCY CALM CARD (rold and carry)

< CUT ALONG THE DOTTED LINE AND FOLD

EMERGENCY CALM

When stress spikes suddenly — you're
okay. You're safe. This will pass.

]

]

]

1

1

]

]

]

1

1

1

]

]

]

1

1

]

: 1. PHYSIOLOGICAL SIGH (30 SEC)
. - Biginhale through nose

[] . .

; - Small sip of air on top

. . Long exhale through mouth
1 q

i » Repeat 23 times

1
]
]
]
]
1
1
]
]
]
1
1
1
]
]
]
1
1

2. 4-7-8 BREATHING (90 SEC)

. In for 4, hold for 7, out for 8
- Repeat 4 times

3. COLD WATER (1 MIN)

- Splash cold water on face
« Or hold a cold washcloth to your face

REMEMBER

+ This is activation, not danger

v Your nervous system is trying to protect
you

« You know how to help it calm down

This feeling will pass

+ You've survived 100% of your hardest
days

<

AFTER THE MOMENT PASSES:
- Doabody scan
- Notice where you're still holding tension

- Soften what you can- be gentle with
yourself

IF THIS BECOMES A PATTERN:

- Review Chapter 6 (stress patterns)

- Consider talking to your doctor

- Increase daily practices - ask for support



4. 5-SENSES GROUNDING (2 MIN)

. 5see-4touch-3 hear
. 2smell-1taste

You're not broken. You're activated. And you can calm activation. Print this card,
laminate it if you can, and keep it in your wallet, your car, or your bedside table.

¢ Final Words from the Appendix

This appendix is your safety net. When you forget what you learned in the
chapters, come here. When you need quick instructions, come here. When you're
in the middle of a stressful moment and can't think clearly, come here. These
pages are designed to be used, not just read. Mark them up. Fold the corners. Spill
coffee on them. Carry them with you. Let them get worn and wrinkled from use.
Because that's how you know they're working. Now go practice. You have
everything you need.

e



STAY CONNECTED

THE WE GET BETTER WITH AGE
COMMUNITY. . co e cer serren wimince «

If this guide gave you something useful, it's just a small taste of what lands in your
inbox every week at blogwegetbetterwithage.com.

We're a warm, welcoming community built around one simple belief: the years
after sixty aren't about slowing down — they're about getting stronger, steadier,
and more alive, one good day at a time.

Inside, you'll find science-based wellness articles, real stories from people living
it, and small, doable steps that fit into the life you already have — no overwhelm,
no jargon.

Free subscribers get two articles every week — one every Tuesday, one every
Friday — to keep you informed, inspired, and gently moving forward.

Paid members get everything free members do — plus more. Every month we
take one theme that really matters — like gratitude or aging in place — and
explore it in depth with a Sunday Deep-Dive, turning the science into simple
steps you can actually live by. You'll also get the keys to our full archive of 180+
articles, so whenever a question comes up — a restless night, a worry about the
stairs, a hard conversation ahead — there's already a thoughtful, science-based
piece waiting for you.

SUBSCRIBE HERE >

And this isn't the only guide we've made for you — you can explore our full
collection of digital guides at blogwegetbetterwithage.com/p/digital-guides.

Come join us. The best chapters are still ahead — and they're better shared.


https://blog.wegetbetterwithage.com/subscribe?plan=paid
https://blog.wegetbetterwithage.com/p/digital-guides

