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For Shirlee — who kept me steady during every pivot and leap of faith.
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This is not a book about technology.

It’s a book about rediscovering possibility.

At 77, after losing a job I loved, I didn’t know what came next.

Then I turned toward an unexpected partner—ChatGPT—and found momentum again.
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Raymond Dierker spent 19 years at ADP, helping launch major initiatives built on handshake trust.

After mid-career reinvention and years of rebuilding, he discovered independent publishing at 77.

He lives with his wife Shirlee and their dog Buddy in Florida.
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If you’ve made it to the end of this book, I hope you walk away with one truth:

Reinvention is still possible.

This book began after I lost my job and found myself wondering if the story was over.

Instead, it became the beginning.

Thank you for reading my journey.

—Raymond Dierker

Chapter 1 — The Gatekeeper on the Circle of Life

This past September, my daughter asked Shirlee if she could fly to Germany for a couple of weeks to help with Kaia’s fourth-birthday preparations. In addition to birthday duties, she’d also be caring for their new puppy, Charlie, and Kaia’s kitten, Twinkletoes. My daughter had a presentation to give for international school librarians in Munich, and her wife was heading to Berlin for a conference of school directors.

Of course, I was invited too. But long flights are nearly impossible for me. My left leg has limited range of motion, and because Shirlee insists on sitting next to me—so she can make sure I take my medications and stay steady—the cost of airfare doubles, making the trip unreachable.

And she has good reason to worry. Decades ago, when I stopped taking my meds, I ended up in a mental hospital. That single stay cost my employer over $25,000 then; today, it would cost far more. Add in stage-four kidney disease from the lithium I took in those days, my pacemaker, and the blood pressure checks I must take twice a day, and the idea of leaving me home alone becomes more stressful for her than the travel itself.

So whenever she leaves, someone comes from St. Louis to “babysit me.” This year, it was my two sisters and the wife of my old best friend, who passed away in a hiking accident over fifteen years ago.

For almost three weeks, we sat on the lanai reminiscing—four people aged 69 to 82 who can remember events from fifty years ago in perfect detail but can’t recall yesterday’s news. Given how depressing yesterday’s news usually is, maybe that’s a blessing.

One of the highlights of the visit was a full Robert Redford marathon. We watched every movie he ever made. His later films show him wrinkled, weathered, nothing like the smooth-faced heartthrob from Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid, which we watched twice.

Meanwhile, Shirlee was worried about something far more immediate. I had been fired from my job as the front-gate attendant—for forgetting to clock in and out. Probably a common problem for a 77-year-old who has worked twelve years beyond the age he expected to retire.

Just months earlier, I had received a $1,000 bonus and a commendation from the company president for ten years of service. And then, after one too many missed punches on the time clock, I was out. To make things worse, they also took away my ten-year pension. I was on a walker at the time due to a painful bout of hip bursitis, and they even moved the meeting to an accessible room so they could fire me in person.

Shirlee was furious. I wasn’t. Being bipolar, I’ve learned to find humor wherever I can. In this case, it was the irony: all the HR handouts emphasized the company’s devotion to the Golden Rule, but apparently that rule had been retired years ago.
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