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    This book is dedicated to all the baby boomers, late bloomers, part-timers, wisenheimers, day trippers, old hipsters, in-laws, outlaws, schemers, and dreamers who have helped me as we all lurch toward and through that strange state of being we call retirement.
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    Part 1. Deciding to Retire


    1. Chapter One


    This is really the Introduction, but nobody reads those, so I call it chapter one.


    This is where writers traditionally try to convince you to read their masterpiece by telling you why they are qualified to write it, how much hard work it was, which important people helped them, and so on. I’m not going to bother because this book is obviously too short to be anybody’s masterpiece.


    Besides, if you’re reading chapter 1, you’ve probably already paid for the book, so I’ll be getting my 6.3 cents in royalties by and by whether you read it or not. Or perhaps you received this book as a gift, in which case we’re both already ahead of the game.


    That said, I think this may be the best book I’ve ever written. Certainly it was the most fun. But it won’t be the best book you ever read because it’s nonfiction. The best books are made-up true stories like Huck Finn or The Lord of the Rings trilogy.


    Not Dead Yet, as you might guess from the title, is an irreverent look at retirement. I tried to write a reverent book first, but it was just too boring. I decided the book had to be funny or I would never get to the end of the damn thing.


    But enough about me. Let’s talk about you and retirement. Retirement is like a cliff that you approach very slowly, dither on the edge of, then jump off. After an exhilarating moment of free fall, you hit bottom and enter a long period of recuperation. Many people climb back up the cliff to re-enter the workforce for a while until they decide to jump off again. Wherever you are in this cycle, this is the book for you. It’s written by me, the most qualified retirement expert in the galaxy, who has slaved away on it for twenty years with the help of sixteen Nobel Laureates.


    No, just kidding. This is a toilet book—the kind with short chapters that you leave in the bathroom and pick up when you’re in there on other business. The material is meant to make you smile, improve your digestion, and present a few practical, common­sense suggestions about retirement that you probably could have figured out for yourself.


    In writing this book, I’ve discovered that there is a fine line between funny and stupid, so please skip over the stupid parts. There is also a fine line between funny and mean, which if I have crossed anywhere, oops, sorry. Not to mention the other fine lines between funny and weird, funny and silly, funny and lame, and so on. Funny is actually a tiny island in an ocean of fine lines. Welcome to my island, and I apologize if you get your feet wet.


    2. AARP Is Stalking Me


    When I turned fifty-five in 2002, AARP had thirty-six million members, but apparently they didn’t have the one they really wanted: me. Nearly every day my mailbox held an invitation to join AARP, with glossy photos of Goldie Hawn or Paul McCartney or Steve Jobs begging me to join them in the joys of being an old-but-still-sexy person. The implication was that if I joined, I would become a hip elder celebrity like my pals Goldie and Paul and Steve.


    Even though I knew it wasn’t AARP’s fault that I was fifty-five, I resented them pointing it out. At a time when I was desperately seeking the Fountain of Youth, they only offered me the Fountain of Direct Mail. I’m afraid that I lost touch with reality and became a little paranoid about collecting the mail. I imagined I saw Paul Newman staking out my mailbox in an unmarked black NASCAR racer. I was afraid Angela Lansbury would jump out from behind the hedge and try to sell me long-term care insurance.


    Then one night Jack Nicholson came to me in a dream and pointed out that the only thing stalking me was myself—the specter of me as an old, retired guy lurking in my future. “What you need to do,” Jack said, toasting me with his highball, “is get over yourself.”


    So after receiving fifty or sixty dollars’ worth of direct mail, I finally succumbed and sent in my twenty-five dollars to join AARP. But that didn’t stop the direct-mail barrage. Every day there seemed to be some new communiqué from my soul mates at AARP, including more offers to join up, as if AARP had Alzheimer’s and had forgotten I already joined. I don’t know how they make money this way. They must follow the same economic principle as Laurel and Hardy in an early one-reeler: Stan asks Ollie how they can make money spending three dollars to make a bottle of bathtub gin that they sell for two dollars. Ollie explains, “What we lose on each single bottle we’ll make up in volume.”


    Despite AARP’s snail-mail excesses and dubious grasp of fiscal matters, every retired person should join up so we don’t fall behind the demographic power curve. Statisticians say that seventy-seven million baby boomers will start retiring in big numbers in 2010. We will be huge in politics, a groundswell of Geezer Power, and AARP will be the most powerful lobbying organization in Washington.


    Or maybe not. The other day I had an alarming experience when I cleaned out my wallet. I found three AARP membership cards. I had joined AARP three times before I managed to remember that I’d joined and stopped responding to the recruitment mailings. So maybe there aren’t thirty-six million members. Maybe it’s twelve million members with three cards each.


    3. Retirement Myths


    According to the myths, when you retire you begin your golden years. You enter an Olympian realm peopled by godlike beings who live a life of leisure and contentment on a plane far above the worries of mere workaday mortals. It’s the Garden of Eden, the Land of Oz, a happy pop song that never ends.


    All that sounded good to me. But as I got closer to retirement, I developed a peculiar hearing problem. I heard double meanings in everything people said to me about retirement. For example, a coworker said, “Congratulations! I hear you’re retiring,” and I heard “First dibs on your office.” These auditory hallucinations bothered me so much I started writing them down:
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    I felt like my Garden had a serpent problem. The Land of Oz had a wicked witch, and she’d put a poison bean in my ear that colored everything I heard with an evil gloss. The happy pop song I usually have playing in my head changed from “Here Comes the Sun” to “Smoke Gets in Your Ears.”


    My doctor said there was nothing wrong with my hearing, so I went to my cousin Mara, an alternative healer. “Help!” I said. “My golden years have turned to lead.” She took one look at me and declared that my aura was the color of a rotten eggplant. Fortunately, Mara has studied Aurapuncture and can pop dark auras like ripe pimples. All it took to make me good as new again was a little chanting, some ambient music like sonic wallpaper, and three fifty-eight-dollar aromatherapy candles.


    I’m fine now. I love it here in my retirement garden. I have my friends Lion and Scarecrow, and I can sit back, relax, and put my ruby slippers up, out of reach of the serpents. I’m so blinded by their silver linings that I can barely see the dark clouds of my retirement. The radio in my head plays nothing but “Don’t Worry, Be Happy” over and over. Over and over. Over and over.


    4. Timing


    From the frying pan of a full-time job, the fire of retirement looks pretty cool. When should you make the jump from envying the retired to envying the employed? This is a complex question, and the answer depends on financial resources, health, spouse, kids, and how seriously your job sucks. In the limited space available to me, it’s pretty much impossible to give a meaningful answer to this complex question, so here goes:


    When I thought it might be time to retire, I consulted my business partner, a bona fide psychologist. He told me that the recurring thought, “Maybe I could retire,” is what cognitive therapists call an irrational schema, or in lay terms, nuts. He recommended I try a technique called thought stopping to counter such nutty thinking. You carry a taser with you at all times, and every time you think, “Maybe I could retire,” you give yourself a good jolt. This functions as a negative reinforcement of the thought. If you do this for a couple of years and the thought goes away, you have successfully extinguished the irrational schema, and it is not time for you to retire.


    That sounded pretty easy to me and very scientific. I promised to go taser shopping real soon. But I had to ask my friend, “What if thoughts of retirement persist?” Then, he explained, you add thought replacement to your arsenal of sanity: make up four short affirmations and have them tattooed on your forearms and calves. When retirement thoughts arise, roll up your sleeve or pull up your pant leg to read replacement thoughts such as:


    You can’t afford it.


    What would you do all day?


    Bad idea.


    You’re just kidding yourself.


    Well, I always wanted a tattoo, and although these weren’t as cool as a winged skull, they were medical in nature and therefore deductible expenses on my income tax. If admiring my new tats didn’t stop retirement thoughts, the final, surefire technique to try was thought control: every time you think about retirement, lock yourself in the bathroom with a boom box, take off all your clothes, and keep yourself awake with cold showers and loud rock music for seventy-two hours.


    According to my pal the psychologist, thoughts of retirement that continue to plague you after all these proven interventions are probably legitimate cognitions and a fairly reliable sign that you should retire soon. And he was right. By the time I was done with the taser and the tattoos and the cold showers, I needed to quit work so I could recover from neurological damage, blood poisoning, and pneumonia.


    Because the decision about when to retire is so difficult, less psychologically sophisticated people often compromise by retiring from one job and taking another, part-time position. A Gallup poll says 85 percent of retirees continue working after retirement. An AARP poll puts the number at 80 percent. The 5 percent discrepancy is caused by minimum-wage jobs in the service industry that pollsters can’t decide whether to call employment or volunteer work.


    5. Financial Planning


    I got my first financial-planning lesson from my mom, who gave me a piggy bank so I could save my pennies for a rainy day. But I kept them in my pocket and spent every one on licorice whips and peppermints. Later Mom opened a savings account for me, but my core strategy remained the same. I kept my dollars in my wallet and spent them on comics and peppermints. When I got my first full-time job, a personnel lady who looked remarkably like my mom asked me how much of each paycheck I wanted to sock away for retirement. I thought she was kidding. I needed movie tickets and peppermints today, not in the far-distant future.


    Eventually I started saving for retirement, but like most folks, it was too little, too late. But my problem wasn’t lack of financial planning. Financial planning is easy. Everything I needed to know would have fit into a Chatty Cathy doll, one that looks like Ben Bernanke, Head of the Fed. When you pull the ring on Bantering Ben’s back, he would say:


    Start saving for retirement early.


    Balance your portfolio.


    Take the long view.


    High gain means high risk.


    The real problem was financial achievement. That’s the hard part. From age five I knew it was smarter to put the penny into the pig instead of peppermints. I just couldn’t do it until my forties.


    Now that my wife, Nancy, and I are in our sixties, financial planning involves adjusting our lifestyle so that we don’t end up at age ninety-five living on krill and crackers in a cardboard box. Before I retired, we would occasionally dine at Chez Panisse in Berkeley or spend a weekend at a B&B in the wine country. Now when we want to go someplace expensive, we go to the gas station.


    My more spiritually evolved friends tell me that rich and poor are a state of mind, that the secret of prosperity is manifesting riches by thinking positive thoughts. To test this theory we went to the movies yesterday afternoon and instead of paying for our tickets I said, “Let us in free, because I’m rich in mind.”


    The slender young woman behind the bulletproof glass flipped her blue hair and said, “No way.”


    “Really,” I insisted, “I have put it out to the universe that I’m rich. I’m manifesting two free tickets right now.”


    She sighed loudly, fiddled with her nose ring, looked right past me and my cosmic mindset, and screeched, “Next!”


    I paid for the tickets, but I wasn’t discouraged. My friends say it takes time. After the movie, Nancy and I went out for Mexican food. At the end of the meal, our check came with three peppermints instead of the usual two.


    “At last,” I thought. “It’s starting to work.”


    6. Darwin’s Joke


    Sometimes I feel out of place in the twenty-first century. It reminds me of a movie I saw once where a caveman time travels to the present. He freaks out when he sees cars and TV and stuff. It starred what’s-his-name and that actress with the big hair. It was directed by, um, that other guy. Anyway, it’ll come to me. My point is that we are all cavepeople. We all live in a science-fiction future, but our bodies and minds are still back in the Stone Age.


    For millions of years humans lived in small, nomadic tribes, wore fur, hunted and gathered their food, had babies early, and died about two weeks after their babies were old enough to fend for themselves. Then some genius invented agriculture, and we settled into villages, wore homespun fabrics, and grew enough surplus food to live to a ripe old age of thirty-five. We barely had ten thousand years to get used to that, and another genius invented the steam engine. Since then the pace has picked up alarmingly, and in the blink of an eye we had townhouses, spandex, and retirement.


    Evolutionary biologists say that our physical and cultural environment has changed too suddenly and drastically for natural selection to keep up. There simply have not been enough generations to evolve the kind of human who is really suited to modern life: presumably one with a built-in cell phone, butt calluses, and an immune system that doesn’t go toes-up after age forty.


    When you’re retired you truly realize how unsuited you are for survival. I’m thinking of getting a tattoo on my forehead: “Surplus Specimen: Too old to bear or rear children, too weak to defend the tribe, freakish byproduct of medical breakthroughs and the welfare state.” Kind of verbose as tattoos go, but it will make me look hip, and I have a lot of forehead to cover. If inked in gray italic, it might even look like hair from a distance.


    Darwin’s joke is that our increased lifespan is actually the booby prize of evolution. Fortunately, there are ways to cope in an environment and at a time of your life when you really should be dead. When faced with a retirement challenge, ask yourself, “What would Fred Flintstone do?” For example, I no longer work in our garden. I have reverted to hunting and gathering whatever happens to be in other people’s gardens.


    Whenever my offspring make me feel like a surplus specimen, I immediately try to prove myself still useful to the tribe. I grab the nearest grandchild and say to its parents, “Why don’t you guys go to the movies tonight and let me babysit this little genius? We’ll see what’s in the garden and pick some healthy veggies for dinner.” When the middle generation has left, me and the grandkid hunt and gather some popcorn and watch that caveman movie again.


    7. Working Forever Is Not an Option


    One way to avoid retirement problems is to work forever. Unfortunately, that is not really an option—not because older workers are any less efficient than young punks, but because American employers are prejudiced against maturity. They make inflammatory remarks like, “Would you hire a ninety-year-old airline pilot? Quarterback? Sexual surrogate?” This is so unfair. Many jobs, if not most, can be handled perfectly well by ­oldsters: U.S. senator, political pundit, talk-show host, psychiatrist, ­Wal-Mart greeter.


    That said, even the cushiest sinecure will become tedious eventually. Even workaholics at some point start experiencing the signs that maybe it’s time to retire:


    


    
      	You get the Sunday blues when contemplating the coming workweek.


      	Work isn’t as sa tisfying or exciting as it used to be.


      	They change your office lock and don’t give you a new key.

    


    My Uncle Joe was having trouble easing into retirement from the Post Office, so he called me up for some advice. I consulted my collection of old self-help books and came up with the suggestion that he try using affirmations. I explained that affirmations are short little mantras that you recite to yourself. I told him that his affirmations should remind him that he can’t work forever, that he deserves some fun, that he is a valuable human being apart from his job, that there are some real advantages to retirement, and so on. I advised him to retreat to a private place whenever he felt nervous about retirement, get comfortable, and recite his affirmations while visualizing a happy retirement.


    I guess I should have been a little more specific. Uncle Joe locked himself in a storage closet at work, stripped off all his clothes, and began reciting his affirmations in a loud voice that could be heard throughout the Post Office:


    Working forever is not an option.


    I can accept this and retire gracefully.


    I need more time for my gerbil breeding hobby anyway.


    My self-worth does not depend on my job.


    In fact, I’m better than 99 percent of these morons.


    So what if they throw me out like garbage.


    Screw them!


    I’ll show them!


    I’ll make them sorry they ever knew me!


    As his supervisor removed the closet door from its hinges, Uncle Joe imagined himself leading a carefree retired life, enjoying ample leisure time and exciting new activities, while his ex-colleagues slaved away, occasionally finding the gerbil droppings he planned to leave behind in the mail sacks and file drawers.


    8. Living on a Fixed Income


    I don’t know why they call it a “fixed” income. It looks broken to me. For most of my life I’ve earned a little more each year. Suddenly I’m retired, and my income is frozen at what I made twelve years ago. When this stark truth became apparent to me, I went to see a financial planner. The first thing she told me was “Never dip into your capital,” and I had to ask, “What’s capital?” Turns out it’s just a fancy term for all your money, which she offered to manage for me at a cost of 1 percent per year.


    I declined her offer, even though 1 percent of not much is nearly nothing. I went to see my Uncle Boris, who has been getting along on Social Security for years and is willing to give me all the free advice I can sit still for. He made me a nice cup of hot water and explained that not all my sources of income would be fixed. Social Security occasionally gives out a COLA—Cost-Of-Living Adjustment. But when he looked at my numbers, he said a COLA wouldn’t help—I needed straight scotch.


    Scotch made me think of my friend Ida. She lives a lavish retired lifestyle, although the only job I remember her holding down was dog walking. When I called her up and asked how she did it, she said, “Not over the phone!” We met in the park by a noisy fountain, and she pointed out that where we live (in northern California), 8 percent of all grandmothers supplement their Social Security checks by growing hydroponic marijuana in their kids’ old bedrooms—the real reason they don’t want the kids moving back home.


    I wasn’t quite ready for a life of crime, so I drove home and had a serious discussion with my wife, Nancy, about our finances. We did this exercise from the AARP magazine:


    
      	Write down your annual retirement income.


      	Subtract all your likely annual expenses.


      	If the remainder is a positive figure, that’s your reserve against catastrophic surprises.


      	If the remainder is a negative number, that’s the catastrophic surprise.

    


    With our catastrophic surprise looming before us like the federal deficit, we resolved to follow AARP’s suggestion and cut expenses. We figured we could cut out cream in our coffee, sugar in our tea, and batteries in the smoke detectors. We could possibly replace expensive hobbies like polo with cheaper activities like bird-watching, except we don’t play polo. We could economize on food by dining on free samples at Costco. Instead of paying for expensive dry cleaning or going out to the movies, we could sniff cleaning fluid at home and spend hours watching the dryer go around.


    The brainstorming was dampening my spirits, so I took a break. I went out back to collect the eggs. Even the chickens seemed better off than me—they had lots of nest eggs, whereas my nest egg would embarrass a hummingbird.


    9. Returning to Work


    Don’t send your work clothes to Goodwill just yet. We baby boomers can’t all retire at once, even if we could afford it. We are the only ones who know how to unjam the copier, how to jiggle the handle on the hydroelectric dam, and how to fiddle the state sales-tax return so the firm won’t be audited … again … maybe.


    One thing that might save many industries from the retiring boomer brain drain is the addictive nature of work. The first time I retired from publishing, it was like quitting nicotine or caffeine. I knew that getting away from the stress of office life was good for me, but sometimes I missed the stimulation. Then they called me up. They had an interesting project that was right down my alley. Could I just help them out with this one little book? In a moment of weakness, I gave in to my cravings for stimulation and slipped back into the work habit for one more hit. I did the project and told myself that it was like tapering off from a beneficial but habit-forming drug. I’d work a while longer, part time and at a slower pace, then quit later—for good.


    My mentor in returning to work was my Uncle Cyrus. He retired early from his engineering job at a nuclear power plant then almost immediately went back to work at his old job, earning twice the salary.


    “When you go back to work,” he advised me, “call yourself a consultant.”


    “But I hate consultants,” I said. “A consultant is someone who borrows your watch to tell you what time it is.”


    “I’ve told that joke myself,” Uncle Cy said. “But when you are a consultant, you love consultants. You talk about the clarity and objectivity an outside perspective can bring. You bill by the nanosecond and round everything up to next week. As someone with both long experience and fresh perspective, you are a double threat, the most insufferable being possible in any organization: an insider who is also an outsider.”


    I’m not sure I want to follow Uncle Cyrus’s example to the bitter end. His bosses at the nuclear power plant dragged him out of retirement nine times to solve pesky problems with cooling and alarm systems on the aging reactor. He got totally burnt out, but they wouldn’t let him quit for good. In desperation, he became a whistle-blower, exposing enough safety violations to the Atomic Energy Commission that they had to shut the reactor down. These days, Uncle Cy is finally enjoying full retirement in the Witness Protection Program. We call him Uncle John now.


    10. Retirement School


    The other night I sat up late in bed, snacking on trail mix and orange juice in an effort not to eat ice cream and cookies. Nancy was away visiting her mom, so I had all the bills spread out on her side of the bed. I was trying to figure out how to stretch our fixed income to cover the steadily rising costs of taxes, insurance, medications, and trail mix. It was like trying to cram the four horsemen of the apocalypse into a two-man pup tent.


    About midnight I gave up, ran my raisiny fingers through my thinning hair, brushed the coconut flakes off the pillow, and turned out the light. When I finally got to sleep I had a nightmare.


    I boarded a black school bus full of strangers, old people who all knew each other, knew where we were going, and were infinitely hipper and more clued-in than I was. I couldn’t find my bus pass. I had the wrong color Pee Chee folder. My new pencil box was cracked. I had a Hopalong Cassidy lunch box, and everyone else had laptops and briefcases.


    We arrived at the Retirement School, a cross between a second-rate junior college and a pretty nice prison. It was in the Mojave Desert, behind a ten-foot chain-link fence with razor wire, guard towers, and a parking lot full of golf carts and motorized wheelchairs.


    Even though it was my first day, I was already registered for a bewildering load of courses, each held in widely separated buildings at conflicting times. I dashed from class to class, always late, always in the wrong room.


    Philosophy class was the same boring lecture on the Stoics, over and over. History was all genealogy. Science was the chemistry of heartburn and acid reflux. English Lit was like my cousin’s reading group—all gossip and no discussion of the book, which was okay because I hadn’t read it. When I went to the library, all they had was 200,000 copies of the Reader’s Digest Condensed Book version of The Bridges of Madison County, large-print edition.


    In Economics we played a version of Monopoly called “Downwardly Mobile.” You start owning hotels on several monopolies, which you sell for money to live on, buying worse and worse real estate in cheaper and cheaper neighborhoods. The winner is the last player still solvent, squatting in a shack on Baltic Avenue.


    Suddenly it was finals week, and I had not even attended some of my required classes.


    I woke up trembling, sunflower seeds pasted to my clammy cheek, relieved that it was just a dream. Shaken and weak, I turned on the lights and tottered out to the kitchen.


    I felt lots better after some ice cream and cookies.


    11. Paperwork


    Technology gave us the horseless carriage, the cordless phone, and the wireless Internet connection, but whatever happened to the paperless office? It recedes on the horizon like a mirage in the desert. It’s a big lie, like painless dentistry. When I told the human resources priestess that I wanted to retire, she said, “I have a few papers for you to sign,” which in HR-Speak means, “Prepare for carpal tunnel syndrome.”


    I had to fill out forms telling them when I wanted to pull the plug, why I was abandoning ship, what to do with my 401(k) pittance, and where I had filed certain embarrassing e-mails from the CEO. There were a zillion health insurance forms to sign in blood so that my HMO could continue to deny my claims with no break in coverage. An HR acolyte asked me, “Do you want to COBRA?” and I said, “No thanks, I don’t dance.” I thought it was like the mambo.


    At home I had to dig out my latest Social Security statement showing that if I retired early I’d get fourteen dollars per month and my toes would fall off. When I started drawing money out of old IRAs and the 401(k), my tax status changed and these funds had to be reflected in how I filled out my income tax return. Stuff I had been getting away with for years no longer applied, and I had to visit my local IRS Service Center. They gave me such a huge stack of paper that I asked, “What about the Paperwork Reduction Act? What about saving some trees?” and they said, “Sure, we got a form for that.”


    The wasteland of paperwork made me so grumpy that I lost my way for a while. I started using different middle initials at random. Nobody noticed. Emboldened, I started listing my former occupations as “Astronaut,” “Spy,” “Nobel Laureate,” and “Turkey Sexologist.” Nobody even blinked. On a credit card application I used a black magic marker to blank out all the fields having to do with my life in the eighties. When they asked me about it, I said, “Sorry, that’s classified.” I got the card, but it had an awfully low limit.


    Once I played stupid smartass:


    Date: No thanks, I’m married.


    Address: Of course not! I wear pants, not a dress.


    Zip: Oops, sorry … Thanks.


    Sex: No way. See “Date,” above.


    I finally gave up the paperwork games when I checked both “Male” and “Female” boxes on a health-history form. A nurse, a nice older woman, queried me about it, and I got all teary-eyed and said, “It’s so confusing when you’re born one way but feel another way inside.” She teared up too and said, “I know just what you mean. I gave my grandson money for her sex change surgery.” I felt ashamed and decided to go back to filling out forms carefully, completely, and honestly.
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