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Dedicated to Bud Handelsman and all the other classic cartoonists who are already mining funny material in The Great Beyond … … and to the rest of us who, someday, will.
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Many cartoonists say they can’t explain exactly how they get their ideas—and it is the question we’re asked most often. I once heard Charles Addams, whose cartoon characters became known as the Addams Family, tell an inquiring fan, “Well now, I don’t really know; I’m like a cow—I just give milk.”


I remember, though, where I got the idea for this book. I was at Alta, the ski resort east of Salt Lake City. I had just completed an exhilarating day of skiing and was pulling off my boots in the lodge when suddenly the door flew open and a small man wearing an orange parka and a large portion of the mountain burst into the room, waving his arms and showering snow all around.


“Yess! Yess!! Skied for free!” He flung his hat and goggles against the ceiling. “Today is my eightieth birthday!” he roared. “And I skied for free! Free at last!” I grinned and saluted him with a raised fist. This octogenarian’s achievement was a long-held goal of mine, too—to reach that age when, at some mountains, skiers may ride the lifts without paying.


I relished my memory of the exuberant eighty-year-old youngster; he made a wonderful role model. And I’ve spent some time thinking about aging. The fact is that aging people are remaining active and now are as likely to pursue second careers as move to sunny retirement communities with shuffleboard courts. I’m thrilled by people in all fields who have continued to do their thing regardless of their age: Matisse inventing remote-control collage while in bed at eighty-five; “Doc” Cheatham blowing jazz trumpet at ninety-two; Eubie Blake still playing warp-speed ragtime piano at one hundred; or Bernard Baruch, who was a millionaire by age thirty, but still continued to advise U.S. presidents until his death at ninety-four.


One of my special heroes was Art Buchwald, the humorist known for his sly commentary on politics. At the age of eighty Art made headlines when he discontinued dialysis treatment for his failing kidneys and checked into a hospice in Washington, D.C. He resumed writing his syndicated column, signed a book deal, and turned the place into his private salon before moving back to Martha’s Vineyard to live his final days. He taped a comedy good-bye video that opened with a head shot of him croaking, “Hi. My name is Art Buchwald, and I just died.”


I have a fantasy scenario about my own demise that goes something like this: I’m ninety-nine years old and I’m still playing second base for The New Yorker softball team. My first at bat, I crack a line drive over the third baseman’s head for a stand-up double. Our next batter is a lefty, so I’m not expecting him to smash a rocketlike shot toward shortstop as I’m dashing to third. When I turn to look toward the plate, the ball hits me right between the eyes and I drop like a rock. I’m dead. Just like that. Death by Line Drive.


A freelancer for most of my career, I am now in my seventies (wait, when did that happen?), and I intend to keep working as hard and as long as I can. The word retire is not in my vocabulary. At lunches with my fellow cartoonists, I am not surprised to hear that everyone feels the way I do. None of them has plans to retire; they all continue to draw, experiment with new media, try different creative forms, and not think too much about tomorrow. Retire from what? they ask. From what we love to do? What would be the point?
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