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Introduction

* * *

A main reason for writing this book is our concern that people focus far too much when planning for their retirements  on the financial aspects of the decision but only a relative small fraction of their time thinking about what they will do when they throw off the shackles of their 9-5 routines.  There are only so many days you can spend  on the golf course, taking trips or spending time with grandkids. There are a good many other hours to fill.  Whether those hours will be rewarding  or angst filled will depend largely on your ability to discover and enjoy a new “non-work” identity. 

As you read this (as part of your own pre-retirement planning)  you may believe that you are certainly up to the challenge of filling those empty hours with hobbies and distractions but nevertheless tales are legion of people who fall apart as they realize that their once important sounding job descriptions no longer command respect and they begin to shrivel spiritually as well as physically. 

We all know people whose conversation is preoccupied with the past and/or who spend endless amount of time pottering around in the garden or watching mindless television. 

Moving into your retirement years is often an under-appreciated life change, one more profound in terms of calling on your full mental resources than any of the other major life transitions. While books cannot serve as any kind of magic pill in helping you navigate the turbulent waters of post sixty life, they can help you understand the type and qualities of psychological and other adjustments that will be necessary to make life’s second stage more of an opportunity for growth and not a stepping stone to further diminishment. 

So what are we advocating? If you had to give it a short trendy name it would be called bibliotherapy—the term used for a recent spate of books that use reading to help you address a mental dilemma. A recent New Yorker article, "Can Reading Make You Happier? “by Ceriden Dovey  has traced its first use to a 1916 article in The Atlantic Monthly, 'A Literary Clinic.’ In it, the author describes stumbling upon a "bibliopathic institute" run by an acquaintance, Bagster, in the basement of his church, from where he dispenses reading recommendations with healing value. "Bibliotherapy is...a new science," Bagster explains. “A book may be a stimulant or a sedative or an irritant or a soporific. The point is that it must do something to you, and you ought to know what it is. A book may be of the nature of soothing syrup or it may be of the nature of a mustard plaster. “To a middle-aged client with "opinions partially ossified," Bagster gives the following prescription: "You must read more novels. Not pleasant stories that make you forget yourself. They must be searching, drastic, stinging, relentless novels." (George Bernard Shaw is at the top of the list.) Bagster is finally called away to deal with a patient who has “taken an overdose of war literature,” leaving the author to think about the books that "put new life into us and then set the life pulse strong but slow." This maybe a somewhat comic version of what books can do but it reveals an essential truth that while a book cannot be like a medical prescription it can break open your “ossified” mind up, as few other experiences can and help you experience the world with fresh eyes.

The New Yorker author has traced the concept back further to the Ancient Greeks, “who inscribed above the entrance to a library in Thebes that this was a 'healing place for the soul.”  Surprisingly enough Freud used bibliotherapy in his psychoanalysis and the practice also took on with respect to helping First World War victims suffering from trauma. Recent research suggests that the brain benefits powerfully from good literary works.  While some high claims have been made for great literature in particular, we are not recommending here that you work your way through the “great books cannon from Aristotle to Zola, but rather that you pay some attention to a certain number of books that touch on themes related to aging.  We feel that by engaging with these themes you will come not just to a better self understanding by contemplating how others have navigated the difficult terrain between mid life and your more advanced years but that you will become in the process better people, more alert and sensitive to the world as well as your changing self.  As The New Yorker notes "the reason for reading fiction" is not that it  “makes us treat others better, it is a way of treating ourselves better. Additionally there are some other benefits to be gained. Reading has been shown to put our brains into a pleasurable trance-like state, similar to meditation, and it brings the same health benefits of deep relaxation and inner calm." We can also be comforted by the other medical facts such as "regular readers sleep better, have lower stress levels, higher self-esteem, and lower rates of depression than non-readers."

More broadly, our aim in this book is to encourage active reading that will help you challenge society’s message that retired people have performed their basic service to society and now are supposed to "relax" and leave the doing to others. We believe that a fulfilling post-sixty life requires you to continue to work, to find a role that will enable you to give back and as importantly continue to be engaged in life and self improvement. Reading, for several reasons, can play a critical role in helping us move in this direction. Perhaps one of the more significant of those reasons is the way they can challenge us to see the world anew. Kafka put it best when he said books can serve as "an ice-axe to break the seas frozen inside our soul.” They can also help us set in place new imaginative structures we need to live a bold and worthwhile second act.

Our fondest hopes are that we can both help you address many of your fears and anxieties about retirement with a new sense that you are “not alone” as well as help you with some strategies to enjoy your post sixties years with a new sense of confidence that this period can offer you some new opportunities for self discovery and growth. One exciting idea would be for you after reading this book to set up your own “post sixty book clubs.” Why not organize a group structured around the readings from chapters in this book?

If you so desire to form a book club of this sort —please get in touch with us, Laurence and Mike Peters  at changingtimespress@gmail.com. We would love to hear from you and will provide you with discussion questions and some other resources to help you get started.

***

Chapter 1

Attitudes to Aging

Books discussed: 


Ian Brown Sixty: A Diary of My Sixty-First  Year, 

Marcus Aurelius Meditations,

Cicero, On Old Age,

Richard Ford, Call Me Frank,

Paul Auster, Winter Journal,

Carol Dweck, The New Psychology of Success, 

Roger Rosenblatt, Rules for Aging, 



There are certain key moments when we recognize our aging self. It could be the first gray hair, a sharp pain somewhere in the body that signals that some vital organ or muscle is not working perfectly or in the case of Ian Brown, Sixty a Diary of My Sixty-First Year a recognition that turning the big 6-0 is indeed a much bigger event than say turning 59.  It is generally recognized as a milestone or as Brown jests, "The beginning of the end, or the end of the beginning." Who knows? But it marks a moment when society at large begins to take note—whether it is in the form of your employer noticing that you are no longer a spring chicken and offering various "packages" to ease you out, or  the date when social security starts to kick in, the famous chimes of midnight are starting to echo inside your head.  

Indeed, post sixty life is full of small reminders that some kind of invisible line has been crossed—doctors tend to spend a little longer with you on your physical exam looking for the tell tale signs of some horrible disease that will permanently put the kibosh on those retirement fantasies that might involve travel and sunshine, younger people give up their seat for you on the bus or train, and you are asked at the cinema or the barber shop whether you want the senior discount. But as newly minted “senior citizens” we are not always ready for these changes to our status. As members of the boomer generation, we were  the most devoted to youth and the powers of wisdom and energy that it grants and as a result we are often find ourselves  in denial about our real age. We are for example often fond of saying, 60 is the new 40 or the new 50 depending on how much substance we imbibed 

The reason to read Ian Brown’s Sixty A Diary of My Sixty-First Year is that Brown is as confused and as perplexed as we all are on turning the big Six 0. The way the years now speed ahead compared to those between 0 and 20 where the world was fresh and so were sensitive to every small impression that it made on your developing mind. It now seems that the water is seeming, in his rather brutal analogy, seems to be rushing out faster from the sink leaving only regrets about what we could have been if only we had set our sights on a lofty goal in the kind of determined fashion.

Brown looks back on his earlier years with regret and anger that he was not more aware of life. “I knew nothing , understood nothing, had not grasped how one must start working and keep working early on and every day, if one is to create something to show for one’s life—as a writer, as a journalist, as a human being. I’m  not talking about fame; I’m thinking of something to show for one’s existence on the planet, to pay off the gods of regret.” 

Noting that  Franklin Roosevelt started stamp collecting as a child and continued to avidly collect them until he had assembled a collection of a million stamps. Brown comments  “even a decent stamp collection would do it,” so that even if had not been elected four times as President of the United States he would still be in the history books, albeit in a footnote somewhere.  One disadvantage Brown notes somewhat sardonically of turning 60 is that ,“you have less time to correct the mistakes.”

But unfortunately the laws of physics prevent you from going back in time and pour in the kind of energy Philip Roth or Bob Dylan into their youthful selves that made them great in their respective fields.  At the age of sixty you realize that early promise and talent  only take you so far and  that  fame and success can be as fleeting as a January thaw. The point is to not rely on those imposters like fame and celebrity and recognize that the game is not about prize winning, it is about your ability to stretch yourself and what talents you have to the limit.  If that sense of achievement did not happen in the first part of your life there is no reason why you cannot strive for it in the second half.  Instead the tendency in the second half is towards regretting missed chances and lost opportunities, to over focus on the ” shouldda, coulda ,woulda” of these moments as if nothing else in life was not such a crap shot or in the alternative to luxuriate in our former glory as we curl up with the trophies and the photo albums.  Some of us like Brown though still find it difficult to give up our illusions that we are still as good as our younger selves —particularly when it comes to attracting the opposite sex. Brown  notices for example a young woman on a train smiling at him, which allows him to enter a fantasy of her wanting to have sex with him in the rhythmically rocking train bathroom. Then sober good sense intervenes as he recognizes that a young woman smiling at a 60 year old has more to do with pity than any invitation to an illicit meeting. 

Brown is good at registering some of “psychic shocks” that turning sixty does to your ego if not to the rest of your body. He refers to the need to collect around you a "kind of inner cabinet" It would be akin to what E.M. Forster referred to in Two Cheers for Democracy, as “an aristocracy of the sensitive, the considerate and the plucky.” Brown is reminded of the odd group of artists that the Beatles assembled around them for the Sgt Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band.  But that was a fantasy cabinet of avant garde soul mates, an imaginative leap that helped confirm the Beatles as serious artists in the minds of many. In that one move they proved they were capable of going toe to toe with Goddard and Gandhi but for any kind of “inner cabinet”  to be of any use to us—we need to gather together people we can commune with at a deeper level. However, the reality of turning sixty means that we all experience the transition so differently so that only the most fortunate among us can have the luxury of that sort of posse, because we all obsess about different things at different moments, sex, mortality, disease, regret, grief, etc.  

More realistically we can seek solace in books (one of the rationales for this work) for comfort and communion because books offer us a choice of consolations.  Brown underscores this point by referring to Knausgaard’s great autobiographical work, My Struggle. Although the Norwegian is  a writer from a younger generation, he seeks him out because of the quality of attention that the writer pays to his world.  Since everything is going by too fast he needs to slow time down and the novelist is the one person who can do it.  "I need to remember what has truly moved me, however inconsequential the details seemed at the time. It’s Knausgaard’s talent for ascending invisibly from the granular to the grand view that keeps you pasted to the page." 

As good a recommendation for the four volume autobiography as you are likely to read and one that many readers can resonate to as he so meticulously recreates what it felt like to be young and being consumed by so many thoughts, appetites and emotions that it is a wonder how we managed to move through it in one piece. 

Brown is interested in Knausgaard because his editor has commissioned him to review his books (Brown  is a contributor for a Toronto journal)  but as he gets deeper into his reading he finds he can relate at quite a deep level to the author’s battle to blend a  conventional life  with one full of risk and self-exploration. Brown believes at sixty he has the opportunity to break free of convention—“the prefabricated nature of the days in this world..the rails of routine we followed." Like Knausguard he dislikes living in a world where everything is "accessible..but very little reaches into us." The author speculates as to whether maybe sixty is the right age to make the break—after all he realizes that it becomes clearer that after sixty there are “no set rules, no matter what the self-help books say and posterity doesn’t give a shit how you live. Everyone over sixty feels the public prejudice against them, feels vaguely compelled to be sedate and proper, but everyone wants to smash the prejudice as well.”

Most of us would recognize the truth of these insights and there are many more scattered throughout this readable meditation on coming to terms with confronting this important life stage. Brown for example helps to explain why no matter how hard we might try we can never recapture our youth and why aging after mid life feels so different, “childhood” Brown states, “ is its own world, but so is aging. The difference is that for an infant, the bigger world, the completing world, the world that you want to become part of, is outside of you; but when you are aging, the completing world, the world where you will find peace, is inside of you, in part because the outside world doesn’t much want you anymore.”  

What do we do with this set of hard won insights? Brown would have us not stew in our melancholy, in a feeling that the world is in the process of rejecting us, but rather take comfort in the “small tunnel to a different window of perception” that the aging process opens up.  “The redeeming trait of old age” Brown states at one point,  “is that finally, you can begin to look at the un-lived life, and appreciate that is still life. If you take the trouble to write down the details, paying attention to the truth, and not the official version, you get a second chance to live it. That is the real discipline of getting older: to force myself to pay attention to details as if they matter still.”

It is the perception that Brown shares with Richard Ford’s hero, Frank Bascombe, 68, and retired from his job as estate agent, as depicted in his book of short stories  Let Me Be Frank With You. Bascombe is  surrounded by change – most of it not particularly good.  On the ground, small businesses – some less essential than others – are replacing residential properties. “A holistic wellness center.. . an online travel agent and copy shop... a T-shirt emporium ...’” signify progress in the New Jersey suburb where Frank lives and provides an opportunity for the expression of his customary skeptical, darkly comic take on what he sees happening around him: “If there’s a spirit of oneness in my b’45 generation, it’s that we all plan to be dead before the big shit train finds the station..” Humor then provides one kind of way of coming to terms with a sense that things are moving too fast in the wrong direction.  Bascombe  is a good companion to have with you on such a journey since he infuses such melancholy thoughts with just the right dose of humor to make you think that maybe the same dark humor could help make the rough edges of life over sixty just a bit more tolerable. 

In the first story, a phone call from an old friend causes him to return to his old home, recently devastated by a hurricane and in the second  a black teacher returns to her childhood home, the one Frank now occupies, and recalls the trauma of two family murders — that of her mother and brother. By the end of both, in spite of witnessing the ravages to the landscape of his old home and hearing the awful story of  one of the victims, Mrs. Pine,  Frank retains a kind of optimism. “Everything could be worse..`Everything could be much worse. Much, much worse than it is.” After hearing the "worse" - Mrs. Pine`s story of senseless violence and murder, they exchange smiles and form a bond in spite of the terrors of the past. 

For Frank and for the reader, it is important to make a reckoning with the past — to return home — but we shouldn’t dwell there. Ford`s narratives take us back but also enable us to make peace with the present and prepare for the future. If things are moving too fast forward, Ford avoids the temptation of allowing the reader to view the past as some kind of escape or solution to present troubles. Frank, conscious of his aging body, is allowed his memories but his encounters with places, events and people from his earlier life are always complex negotiations between his current and older selves.  

In two other stories Frank visits his old friend, now dying of cancer and his ex-wife suffering from Parkinson`s disease. Reluctant to step outside the comforts of his routines to face the demands of these figures from his past life, he nevertheless finds the resources to make the trips. Each encounter, painful as it is in different ways, provides moments of truth — moments that enable him to return refreshed in some way to his life. 

From his friend, Eddie, he learns of a long ago deceit — that many years ago he slept with his wife. The revelation hits Frank hard but he refuses to make light of it, rejecting Eddie`s excuse that that they were almost divorced: “But we weren’t almost divorced. We were married. That’s the wrong order. Time goes the other way.” Surrounded by popular TV shows, Eddie demands,  “What do you think of me? Tell me, tell me, tell me.” Frank imagines giving him a punch on the nose (“What would Finesse think of that?“) the humor is still there – but decides he’s not “mad — at anyone.”  A wound you don’t feel is not a wound. Time fixes things, mostly.” Here then, hard-won, Frank finds the heart to accept the past. This is not a sentimental forgiveness but recognition that the past can’t be changed. On leaving the sickroom, he  meets an old acquaintance with whom he exchanges a few words about their respective lives and families: “Then he goes. And I go. The day we have briefly shared is saved.”
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