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xix

Prologue
64: Give or Take

Will you still need me?
Will you still feed me?

—The Beatles

Remember when?
When 64 was a myth, lurking at the outer edge of our imagination. We had

better things to do: schools to finish, careers to start, mates to find. Etcetera.
Sure, our grandparents were old, but they had always been old, preferred being
old, chose to be old. Curious choice. Surely not ours.

A blur of momentous events. Viet Nam, civil rights, Berlin Wall, 9/11, a
black man raising his right hand on January 20. Meanwhile, we finished
school, started a career, found a mate, not to mention Etcetera. We didn’t start
the fire, but it has consumed us. Suddenly, quite suddenly, we just turned
around, and, hey, it’s us. Growing older or hoping to.

Growing old won’t be as bad as we might fear. Most of us will stay in good
health and find engaging things to do in retirement. But it’s not eating a peach;
it’s not for sissies. There will be trouble and heartbreaks. This book will help
you through hard times; it will help your family as well. Writing it, research-
ing the law, I found so many critical things I didn’t know and I’m a lawyer.

My problem is this. Some things you need to know now in order to avoid
trouble. On the other hand, there are things you don’t need to know unless
you get into trouble. Think about living wills now, but don’t worry about
fighting age discrimination unless you’re let go.

What’s a poor boy to do?
Divide the book. Read the first part of the book, New Times, New Chal-

lenges. It’s short! Consider it training for ill:

Since the world has still
Much good, but much less good than ill,
And while the sun and moon endure
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Luck’s a chance, but trouble’s sure,
I’d face it as a wise man would,
And train for ill and not for good.

—A.E. Housman, A Shropshire Lad (LXII)

What can you expect as you age? How can you assure your last wishes are
followed? How can you stay mentally active? How can you recognize one of
the plagues of growing old: strokes? And, as retirement isn’t always all that it
is cracked up to be, how can you cope with existential angst? (Remember our
college days, puzzling over the meaning of “angst” and then, convinced we
were definitely victims, headed out to the lights and laughter of that night’s
party? Which was it: existence precedes essence or essence precedes existence?)

You might also want to read the chapter on how to protect your identity
and recognize scams. (Chapter 22). I also, as mostly a loss-leader, explain the
nature of evil.

You may think, “I can skip that part. I already know about living wills, hos-
pice, and the virtues of exercise.” But Samuel Johnson was right:

“People more often need to be reminded than informed.”

Training for ill isn’t pleasant. We would all prefer to go to the beach, to get
around to it tomorrow. Training for ill today will allow us to avoid it tomor-
row or, if we can’t, to better cope with it. Resist your Little Voice shouting,
“You don’t have time for this now. Maybe tomorrow.” Take a deep breath, sit
down and read. On the bright side, not every bad thing I will discuss will hap-
pen to you.

Does training for ill work? It did for King Mithridates, the subject of Hous-
man’s poem. He knew his enemies were plotting to poison him. Training for
ill, he prepared himself by taking small dosages of poisons to get used to them.

They put arsenic in his meat
And stared aghast to watch him eat;
They poured strychnine in his cup
And shook to see him drink it up;
. . . .
—I tell the tale that I heard told.
Mithridates, he died old.

—A.E. Housman, A Shropshire Lad (LXII)

Once you’ve completed your basic training, skim the rest of the book look-
ing for chapters that address your immediate needs. Then put it aside for fu-
ture reference. You never know when you might be the victim of age dis-

xx PROLOGUE
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crimination, find yourself raising your grandchildren, or to awake one morn-
ing turned into, not a gigantic bug, but a disgruntled heir.

The general topics:

Retirement: finances, housing and health insurance.
Family matters: divorce and remarriage, grandchildren, financial obli-

gations.
Trouble: elder abuse, foreclosures, bill collectors, identity theft, scams,

age bigots.
Estate planning: wills, living trusts, trusts for special needs, probate.
Bad times: disability and death in the family.
Getting help: dealing with doctors and lawyers and chatting with your

family.

***
Finally, style.
I won’t write down. Editors, mostly in their thirties, have advised:

“Your readers will be over 40, maybe over 60, or, egads, over 70. Kill the
jokes, the poetry, the background stuff. Just tell ’em how to stretch their
Social Security check.”

Despite what young folks might think (and probably what we thought when
we were them), we don’t shuffle over to the couch, sit blankly before a static
TV, drooling oatmeal. We still have our humor, our curiosity, our intellectual
excitement. We’ll come and go, talking of Michelangelo, telling bad jokes, and
reciting wonderful poetry.

If you’re in it just for the information, you’ve picked up the wrong book.
Putting aside John Grisham, legal prose is pretty deadly. A law professor

(from Yale!) once wrote:

There are two things wrong with almost all legal writing. One is style.
The other is content. That, I think, covers the ground. . . . Readers like a
dash of pepper or a dash of salt along with their information. They won’t
get any seasoning if lawyers can help it. Lawyers would rather be digni-
fied and ignored.

This book will help you and your family in difficult times. I won’t let you
ignore it; I’ll put on a lampshade, paint my nose red, and do back flips.

OK. No back flips.

PROLOGUE xxi
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