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In loving memory of my dad, George B. White, Jr. and My mom, Dorothy K. White



Author’s Note: About Me

I am standing in the line to buy groceries. A stranger approaches. “I know you. I know you,” he says, this man I’ve never seen before. “Aren’t you that woman who’s . . .” and his voice trails off. I can see he’s searching for just the right word. “Who’s broke,” I say, holding his gaze. His face lights up. “That’s it, that’s right,” he says, heartily shaking my hand. “I saw you on TV.”

Being the poster child for broke baby boomers was not on my bucket list. Even now I still cringe when I listen to some of the interviews I’ve done or think about what I’ve revealed about myself. By nature I am a private person, reserved, not someone who would put all their business in the street.

I grew up in a two-parent household, one of three adored children. My father was a career officer in the army. We moved around a lot. I counted fourteen moves in twelve years, including to places like Libya, Italy, and Germany. I remember being in seventh grade on three continents. I got used to being the new kid in class.

Even as a little girl I knew there was a big difference between what I experienced at home and what I experienced in the world outside. In the early 1960s I was often the only little black girl in my elementary school class. I remember not understanding why no one ever picked me for the soccer or volleyball team even though I was a decent athlete. I was the default choice, picked last after the boy with the bulletproof glasses and the girl who smelled like she peed in the bed.

I remember at thirteen going to my first dance at the local teen club and neither the white boys nor the black boys asked me to dance. Back in those days beauty standards were strict. There were no Lupita Nyong’os gracing the cover of fashion magazines. You were either paint-by-numbers pretty or you weren’t. You either fit or you didn’t. And with my dark skin and rounded African features, I never did.

Eventually, I stopped trying and focused on achievement instead, receiving a BA from Oberlin College and an MA from the Johns Hopkins School of Advanced International Studies. I worked summers in Paris and the Gambia in West Africa. I was in my early to mid-twenties and life was full of promise and good things to come. Back then we boomers were still the youngest people in the room.

After spending so much time overseas, it’s no surprise that I ended up at the World Bank. I did not have to hide my ethnicity there. My natural hair and diamond nose post fit in easily among all the turbans, saris, and caftans. I was thirty at the time and earned enough money to buy the town house I still live in today some thirty-four years later.

After about five years at the World Bank, I jumped at the chance to take a sabbatical and go back to school. Many of my World Bank colleagues had PhDs. I didn’t. I remember thinking an MBA was the next-best thing. I was thrilled when Harvard accepted me.

I caught the entrepreneurial bug at Harvard. I had never considered becoming one before then. Some entrepreneurs are born, but not me. Truth be told, my mom bought all my Girl Scout cookies! But at Harvard I listened to classmates, mostly men, talk about becoming captains of industry. I remember thinking, I am as smart as that guy over there. Why can’t I create something?

And my retail business was born. Well, not right away. I stayed at the World Bank another few years, getting my ducks in a row. I then joined my mother, who was co-owner in the business.

Being a business owner and entrepreneur was a wild ride and humbling too. It was my first time selling widgets instead of services. I was used to working in environments where a great report could buy you months of goodwill. In retail, it’s what have you done for me lately. Big sales days didn’t carry over. Each day was a new grind. Each day started at zero.

There was also a certain status to working for the World Bank. Suddenly, out on my own, I was chief cook and bottle washer, running some start-up no one had ever heard of. At the World Bank I just showed up and did the work. I didn’t worry about payroll or keeping the lights on. But now my mother and I were creating a business from the ground up: the infrastructure and systems, vetting the suppliers (many from Africa), negotiating store leases, and hiring and training staff. It was a ton of work—I mean a straight vertical lift—but also possibly the most fun I’ve ever had “on a job.”

Besides, I wasn’t alone. It would have been insane to launch a retail business with no experience. My mother and I had a great team of retail professionals helping us, some giants in their field, with twenty or more years of retail experience.

So it was devastating, eight years later, when the business failed. We had cash flow problems and struggled to keep some stores stocked. We were sourcing from dozens of small artisan suppliers and couldn’t get the quantity of products we needed at the right price and quality. We raised money, but not enough. It’s called “skin in the game” when you add your money to what your investors have put in. After eight years in I had emptied out my savings.

I was forty-seven and back out in the job market. I wasn’t overly worried. I had my background, work history at some prestigious organizations, and degrees from Hopkins and Harvard. You’d think all that would count for something.

I never did land a real nine-to-five job but did eventually get a “short-term” consultancy. It was supposed to be for about seven months but ended up lasting for seven years. Three years into that first consultancy, I got a second one from another institution, also “short-term.” But, like the first one, it was renewed several times. The combined income from those two assignments put me solidly in the six figures.

We didn’t call it “gig work” back then, but that’s what it was. I didn’t have to go into the office every day, and I paid for my own benefits. I remember liking the work and flexibility. I was also able to start building back my savings.

Then the Great Recession of 2008–2009 hit. Both institutions I worked for were in retrenchment mode. I lost both consulting jobs within six months. My income dropped to zero. I was fifty-five and unemployed.

I still had my great background, but something had changed. My phone wasn’t ringing. Recruiters weren’t calling me back for interviews. I was filling out dozens of online applications and not hearing back at all.

Months turned into two years. Here and there I’d get a little assignment. I edited documents, did some training, worked as an adjunct professor at a local university—small jobs that didn’t pay anything close to what I was used to making.

With nothing to speak of coming in, I was running through what was left of my savings. Thank God, I managed to hang on to my house. I was within walking distance of everything and had lived there so long that my mortgage was low and very affordable.

Finally, I was hired. It was a great job but in a toxic environment. I was back out in the street in two years and pushing sixty.

At sixty it was crickets. I remember going an eight-month stretch without a single callback from a recruiter—not even an inquiry.

And my once robust network had been decimated. People had moved on, retired, died even. When I was younger, I used to hear about assignments before they were posted publicly. Now I was totally out of the loop.

It had never been this bad before. I was stressed-out and scared, but trying to hold it together. I was still having coffee with people, attending professional networking events, going to hear speakers in my field to stay current. I was doing all the stuff that used to work for me in the past.

But nothing was happening. I started to notice friends in the same boat, also trying to keep up appearances. By now I had learned to read the “faking normal” signs: that panicked look when the check arrives and you’re terrified you’re going to be asked to split a bill you can’t afford; looking a tad rough around the edges because you’re going long between appointments to conserve the little cash you have; that vacant, faraway look of the “formerly” and “used to be.”

A small group of us began to talk, to tell the truth about what was happening to us. Men and women friends shared their stories. They were surprising similar. All of us were fifty-five or older, well educated, with a history of career choice and good incomes. And then the bottom fell out with no ladder to climb back up.

At a particularly low point I wrote an essay called “You Know Her.” It described what it feels like to land here after a lifetime of work. I have included it right after this personal note.

I sent it around and eventually it made its way onto the PBS Facebook page. “Likes” started pouring in, some 11,000 in three days and over 1,000 comments. I was stunned. I had written a composite essay just about me and my friends, or so I thought. And yet, here were all these other people responding with “Me too.”

I read every comment. And the stories had common themes. I was struck by how remarkably similar they were. It didn’t matter whether you were white-collar or blue-collar. The common thread was being in your forties, fifties, or sixties, underemployed or unemployed, facing a “Don’t want you” job market and downward mobility often for the first time. Many wrote about feeling shell-shocked, ashamed, alone, and scared about the future.

People found my email address online and started to write me directly—hundreds of people. Most were short notes thanking me for raising this issue, but dozens were long letters describing what had happened to them personally.

I wrote back, and friendships have grown out of the correspondence. You will meet some of these friends in this book. I’ve also met many others for coffee who live in the Washington metro area or were visiting from out of town. I share insights from those conversations too.

All these stories led me to ask bigger questions. I have the background to look at the data and was astonished by what I learned. As a country we are facing a retirement income crisis of mega-proportions. It is America’s big denial issue, what a friend of mine calls the “loud silence.”

But there are signs that this is changing. A small but growing chorus is sounding the alarm and making recommendations about a way forward. Often these recommendations take the long view, with detailed proposals for averting a retirement savings crisis for people today in their twenties and thirties.

This is a necessary step, for sure.

But what about the millions of Americans in their fifties and sixties living this retirement income crisis today? What happens to us in the meantime?

I wrote 55, Underemployed, and Faking Normal to bring urgent attention and national focus to the millions of older adults living in that “meantime.” I wrote it because policy prescriptions and other measures that address this retirement income crisis should not and must not skip over people living it now.

This is also the book I wish I had had when I was circling the drain and going through the worst of my own personal financial crisis. My family and friends, old and new, have been the scaffolding that held me up. I’ve learned a lot from people who’ve been navigating these choppy retirement income waters much longer than I have. From them I got context, perspective, and some good life hacks that helped me get my mojo back. I may be broke but I am not broken. And I want that for you, too . . . in the meantime.



Preface: You Know Her

You know her.

She is in your friendship circle, hidden in plain sight. Her clothes are still impeccable, bought in the good years when she was still making money.

To look at her, you would not know that her electricity was cut off last week for nonpayment or that she meets the eligibility requirements for food stamps.

But if you paid attention, you would see the sadness in her eyes, hear that hint of fear in her otherwise self-assured voice.

These days she buys the $1.99 trial-size jug of Tide to make ends meet. You didn’t know laundry detergent came in that size.

You invite her to the same expensive restaurants that the two of you have always enjoyed, but she orders mineral water now with a twist of lemon instead of the $12 glass of Chardonnay.

She is frugal in her menu choices, meticulous, counting every penny in her head. She demurs dividing the table bill evenly to cover desserts, designer coffees, and second and third glasses of wine she did not consume.

She is tired of trying to keep up appearances. Faking normal is wearing her out.

There are no media stories about her. Her slide out of the middle class is not sensational enough.

A friend says that she’s broke, not poor, and that there’s a difference. She lives without cable, her gym membership, or nail appointments. She’s discovered that she can do her own hair.

She has no retirement savings, no nest egg. She exhausted that long ago. There is no expensive condo from which to draw equity and no husband to back her up.

Months of slow pay and no pay have decimated her credit. Bill collectors call her constantly, reading verbatim from a script, expressing polite sympathy for her plight before demanding payment arrangements that she can’t possibly meet.

Friends wonder privately how someone so well educated could be in economic free fall. She is still as talented as ever and as smart as a whip, but her work is sketchy now, mostly on-and-off consulting gigs.

Friends hear about this and that assignment but can’t remember when she had a real job. At fifty-five, she has learned how to fake cheeriness and to appear to be engaged, but her phone doesn’t ring with opportunities anymore.

She doesn’t remember exactly when it stopped. But she cannot deny now having entered the uncertain world of “formerly” and “used to be.” In the face of mega-generational shifts, she’s not sure anymore where she belongs.

What she does know is that dozens of online job applications seem to disappear into a black hole. She’s convinced that employers have set their online job recruitment algorithms to reject anyone who graduated before 1995.

She wonders what is to become of her. She is facing a work-for-life proposition. So far her health has held up, but her body aches—or is it her spirit?

Homeless women used to be invisible to her, but she appraises them now with curious eyes, wondering if their stories started like hers.



Chapter 1

Lost, Ashamed, and Shell-shocked

And when you’re totally honest about your health and financial situation to family and friends, the pack seems to thin out rather quickly.

—Robert

“You Know Her” first appeared on PBS’s website Next Avenue in the winter of 2015 and again in May 2016. It is a composite of my own experiences and those of many of my baby boomer–age friends. I wrote it because I didn’t see myself in the articles on retirement that I was reading in the popular press.

No one I knew was traveling the world or buying condos in Costa Rica. As cool as the idea sounded, we could not afford to redefine retirement on “our own terms.” Our dreams of launching fulfilling second- and third-act careers were put on hold so that we could take part-time jobs that would pay the bills. Many of us were facing a work-for-life proposition, one major crisis away from insolvency.

My article struck a chord with people who saw the woman I described in their friends, their sisters, their daughters, and themselves. They used words like lost, ashamed, shell-shocked, and secret sisterhood to describe how they were feeling.

They reminded me that “faking normal” happens to men too.

We endure what is happening to us in silence and often alone, too embarrassed or ashamed to talk about it. We assume we are small in number—that we are the only ones facing serious, life-altering financial challenges. We fake normal as best we can, trying to keep up appearances as the floor collapses underneath us.

Well, it turns out that we are not alone at all: there are millions of us.

Very few boomers have managed to save the fifteen to twenty times1 their annual salaries financial experts tell us we need to maintain our current standard of living.

How bad is it? According to the SCEPA Retirement Equity Lab, the median retirement savings for near retirees in the top 10 percent of earners in the US is $200,000; for the middle 40 percent of earners, it’s $60,000; and for the bottom half, it’s zero.2 The median retirement account balance for all near retirees ages fifty-five to sixty-four is only $15,000.

You do the math. If we make it to age sixty-five in good health, there’s a good chance that we’ll live for another twenty years.3 I don’t have to tell you that’s a long runway if you’re broke. We’re facing a massive retirement savings shortfall with millions of us looking at downward mobility, and millions more are at risk of living in poverty or near poverty.

Doom and Gloom Disempower Us

I am writing this book for us.

But I am not writing from a place of doom and gloom. Doom and gloom disempower us. Instead, this book focuses on how we can regain control over our lives in this new environment of financial vulnerability. How do we throw open the curtains and let the light in after months or years of apprehension and worries?

First, we must arm ourselves with facts. Right now our shame, embarrassment, and fear keep us in silos, disconnected, isolated, and silent. There is power in numbers.

According to AARP, the fifty-plus segment of the population consists of some 111 million consumers spending $7.6 trillion annually on goods and services.4 In fact, we make nearly half of all the purchases in entertainment and apparel and account for 55 percent of the sales of consumer packaged goods.

When a segment of this size starts pumping the brakes on its spending, it ain’t pretty. It’s what happens when tens of millions of us stop shopping beyond basic necessities, start keeping that eight-year-old Chevy and taking our coffee to work in a thermos, and stop buying clothes, eating out, and going on vacation.

Not that belt tightening is necessarily a bad thing. But in our consumer-driven economy, it can’t be a good thing when boomers, one of the country’s key drivers of growth and jobs, start curbing their spending across the board.

A Tribe Called Aging

It’s easy to dismiss this retirement income crisis as just some pesky little boomer problem. But it’s way bigger than that. Boomers are just first to confront these economic challenges in such large numbers. Millennials, facing a future of lower income, unsteady work, disappearing pensions, and a trillion-plus dollars in outstanding student loan debt, are in lockstep right behind us.5

I turned thirty in October. From what I read in the press, you’d think eating all that avocado toast is why I can’t afford a house.

—Maryanne

Many of the same structural issues that have adversely impacted boomers—disappearing pensions, flat and falling wages, sharply escalating costs in health care, housing, and education—are also hurting millennials and Gen Xers. My friend Marc has it right when he says we are all members of “a tribe called aging.”


We Need Our Business Leaders to Step Up

Thanks to public health and medical advances, the hundred-year life is just around the corner. That’s the good news. The bad news is that millions of Americans will be financing this longevity bonus with a much smaller nest egg. And a long life—broke, with no resources to cover even basic expenses—is nothing to be thrilled about.6

We hear a lot about the longevity economy these days both as a huge market opportunity and for its potential to deliver all kinds of goodies for older adults. But from what I can tell, the focus is not on supplying affordable options to boomers in financial jeopardy. To the extent that marketers focus on the fifty-plus demographic at all, aside from medical devices, affluent boomers are the prize. Much of the buzz is around fulfilling their needs and wants for luxury housing, entertainment, high-end travel, and the like.

Business is not yet producing many products and services to address the needs of financially strapped older adults, the broke and near broke baby boomers, and the tens of millions of younger adults on the same path. This is why we need our business leaders, marketers, and product developers to step up. We should be asking them what is your fifty-plus strategy and how do you plan to serve a fifty-and-over demographic accustomed to living well but now on a budget.

We Need to Mobilize

We who are living this retirement- and preretirement-income crisis must know that we exist and begin to convene and connect with one another, to tell our truths, and to share information and resources. This book aims to help facilitate that conversation.

We also have to stop believing that what happened to us is our “own darn fault” when in reality it’s baked into a broken retirement security system that is stacked against most Americans from the jump.

And we have to let go of the thought that help is on the way. The cavalry is not coming to rescue us—not anytime soon, anyway. There’s a big disconnect in Washington. At a time when Americans need more help, not less, a lot of policy makers are threatening to cut social security benefits and Medicare.

In the meantime, we’re going to have to save ourselves. Some of us have already started down this road. This book is about how we can learn from one another and share what we know.

It’s about the practical steps we can take to secure ourselves in our fourth quarter. It focuses on what we can do from where we sit—and on the resources and changes in our mind-sets needed to get us there.

It asks us to consider what matters to us now, at this age and stage. What lifestyle goals are realistic? What are we willing to give up? And what must we give up?

We boomers are too old for hollow reassurances. The truth is that most of us will not get through this next phase of life unscathed. There is no magic wand to make everything like it once was; there are no blanket solutions.

The Silver Lining in “Smalling Up”

In the looming retirement-income crisis, I also see a silver lining. The economics of aging is forcing millions of us to live more frugally and to redefine what is enough. We’re cutting back, downsizing, and rethinking how we live, work, and play.

But the problem right now is that, to most of us, downsizing looks like deprivation and loss.

And we hate it.

Small is not beautiful. It’s living in a shoe box without windows or Wi-Fi and paying $1,800 per month for the privilege.

Nobody wants that.

But what if we could flip the script? What if we could take the economic turmoil of forced downsizing and come out better—not because we accommodated the chaos but because we used the chaos to go where we needed to go in the first place?

I call this idea “smalling up,” and it’s where the retirement-income crisis and the sustainability movement intersect.

I believe that more of us could embrace small if it were well designed, efficient, sustainable, and affordable—if, for example, our tiny apartment was airy and bright and looked out onto a beautiful courtyard, if it were well-appointed (think grown-up version of Ikea) but with sturdier furniture and comfort-height seating (and, yes, ditch the bunk beds), and if it had the basic services and amenities that we need as we age.

You get the picture.

In other words, if we’re going to have to downsize, why can’t we “small up” and do more with less as a path to a more sustainable way of living? Why can’t we have more beautifully designed, space-saving homes and furniture made of eco-friendly materials? And why can’t they be affordable and available in the mass market?

The economics of aging may well force us in this direction. But isn’t this where we should be heading anyway to secure our futures and those of our children and grandchildren?

And please—puleeze—don’t tell us there is no demand. We’re old enough to remember when Detroit automakers thought there was no appetite for gasoline-sipping, fuel-efficient cars. And we all know how that turned out.

Making Our Paths by Walking

This book culls wisdom from boomers navigating the path ahead. It is a first step for us to look beyond our immediate surroundings and circumstances to what is possible in the new normal.

It is the book to read before you embark on one of those retirement- or preretirement-planning workshops or register online for a get-back-on-track webinar that only reminds you of how far behind you are. And consider starting with this book before you attend yet another stand-around networking event that leaves you feeling worse about where you’ve landed, not better.

What you’ve told me is that, in your present state of mind, you can’t take advantage of these opportunities. Stuck in your own story, all you hear is “waa, waa, waa!”

55, Underemployed, and Faking Normal aims to unstick us and start us across the bridge to making the life changes we’ll need for a decent third act in the new normal of financial insecurity.

It is the book to read to help you navigate the emotional aspects of where you have landed. So many of you have told me how hard it is to get motivated for the future—and how down you feel. So let’s pop the hood and take a look around.

55, Underemployed, and Faking Normal is where to turn when you feel that you’re circling the drain and want to know what steps you can take to help gather and steady yourself enough to do what you need to do to go the next round.

The book takes a crack at two of the three big nuts that have a lot to do with our sense of well-being: where we live and our ability to supplement our incomes in our later years.7

Housing is often one of the biggest nuts we have to crack. As one boomer-aged friend said, “If I have housing, I can ‘extreme coupon’ it the rest of the way.” Solving the housing problem lifts a boulder off our backs.

Income is the other big one. Many of us will be working much longer than we ever imagined—well into our seventies and even beyond. We find ourselves suddenly in the workforce after divorce or the illness or death of a spouse. Others of us have jumped or been pushed out of our jobs and are trying to figure out what’s next.

We dread ending up as greeters at Walmart or, possibly worse, as the resident dinosaur in offices where our supervisors are the same age as our youngest children.

For many of us, work in the new-normal world can and will look different than it did in the past. Think freelance, multiple income streams, or working from home. Fewer and fewer of us will be sitting all day with our feet under someone else’s desk.

This book aims to help us navigate these waters and learn from our contemporaries who are doing so successfully.

We don’t have the same options we used to have. As my friend Robert says, “We’re in the midst of a seismic shift. The paradigms that used to serve us no longer do.” To see what works, we are going to have to consider all the levers at our disposal.

I lost everything. A stress-related health crisis and a bankruptcy later, I was destitute and needed to “get back out there.” The job market has passed me by. I stayed on my throne, though, scoffing at the idea of seeking lower-level work and figuring that I could just think and muscle and network my way back to “having it all.” It has been difficult to realize that the days of me winning by society’s standards are probably over. It has been tough knowing that peers and family don’t quite understand why I don’t “start a business” or “get into real estate” or the like. It is demoralizing when the only replies to your résumé are from people who want you to sell your products for no base pay or benefits. Many of my peers are winding down and my mentors are out of the game, which makes networking challenging. I put on a happy face and fight back feelings of worthlessness. I struggle not to hate myself for ending up like this after all the work of a lifetime.

—Ralph

How This Book Is Organized

Let’s look back before we go forward. And, on this score, we can learn something from an elderly black woman I know as “Auntie.” Although the life lessons she can offer us hark back to simpler times, there’s still much that we can learn from them today. You don’t have to take the whole “bouquet” of advice: Just pluck what’s relevant for you.

Then let’s look at how we got into this situation in the first place. The specific details are different in each case, but there are some systemic issues beyond individual behavior that landed millions and millions of boomer-aged Americans here. This investigation will give you context and hopefully help you stop blaming and beating up on yourself.

We have tough choices to make ahead. To regain mastery over our lives will require personal agency. We can’t be proactive if we’re depressed, guilt-ridden, hiding with the covers over our heads, and wasting valuable energy pretending we’re fine.

So once we understand how we got here, we will deal with our mind-sets and attitudes. Because if our heads are out of whack—if we’re in denial, in a rut, and turned inward—nothing will get through to us. We’ll just be going through the motions and looking without seeing. In that state we’ll be sure to miss any good opportunities that might come our way.

We look outward at our options too. What can we really expect when we’re living on modest incomes? Most of us are going to have to work longer for less money than what we’re used to making. How do we wrap our brains around that and make peace with it—flourish, even?

Resilience Circles

When I lost my job three years ago, one friend in particular proved to be my touchstone and sanity refuge. Like me, she was a former high earner dealing with a major work gap and an unstable income. We were brutally honest with each other. We used to play this crazy game called “Top This” to get relief from the stress. I would share that my cell phone was about to be disconnected for nonpayment. She would counter that her water had been turned off. It was the crisis sweepstakes. The person with the worst situation won. I know, I know, it sounds morbid, but in some of the worst moments it made all the difference. Our friendship was one of very few places I could go without feeling I had to “fake normal,” or pretend I was all right.

We talked about other things, too, like who we were without our props and credentials and our “job identities.” We talked about what had meaning for us now at this age and stage when so much had been stripped away. We talked about what we wanted to take into the future and what we wanted to leave behind. We mirrored back to each other the people we’d been before we’d experienced such economic turmoil. This friend, a few others, and my mother and daughter were the barriers between the abyss and me. I was still broke, but how I held being broke had changed. And that allowed me to take my first steps back from the abyss.

That’s why I suggest that you read this book with other faking-normal travelers in what I’m calling a “Resilience Circle,” or RC. And I strongly urge you to do so if you feel that you’re circling the drain, exhausted by the sheer effort it takes to pretend you’re fine when you’re not. For me, finding my tribe and being part of a supportive community is critical to my sense of well-being and key to my ability to choose what’s right for me and to act on my own behalf. And I believe it could be for you too.

Creating Your Resilience Circle

You likely already know one person among your friends and friendly acquaintances who is faking it, and that person likely knows one other, and so on. That’s enough to begin.

Approach that person. Tell him or her that you’d like to start a small group: a Resilience Circle to support each other and to discuss issues related to aging and living a good life on a limited income. Along the way, you will utilize many resources, but this book is designed to get you started.

Hold meetings even if your Resilience Circle consists of just you and two or three other people at the beginning. It’s hard to navigate these waters alone. Isolation is crazy making. Peer-to-peer support can keep you even-keeled and open to possibility.

Keep the logistics simple. Meet in someone’s home or in the library. Make it cheap. Don’t go overboard with the refreshments—or serve no food or drinks at all.

But, you say, you don’t really have any friends, or, none who live near you. And you can’t picture yourself starting a group with strangers—never done anything like that before. How do you get one of these Resilience Circles going in this case?

Your public library is a good resource. Libraries have changed a lot since when we were growing up. Many have morphed into full-fledged community centers with wide ranging programming and events, including book clubs. So, why not enlist your local library’s help in starting a Resilience Circle? They can even order the books.

Same with churches—many have programs that teach debt elimination, money management, financial literacy, and accountability, all themes consistent with 55, Underemployed, and Faking Normal. Your church, then, might be another place you could go for help starting your Resilience Circle.

What if your “fake” is so good that no one knows your situation? Well, are you on Facebook or LinkedIn? Post “You Know Her,” the essay included in the beginning of this book, on social media. Ask who would like to meet to discuss this and other issues related to aging and “rewiring” for the fourth quarter.

When “You Know Her” was published on PBS’s Facebook page, it received 11,000 “likes” in three days. I guarantee that you will get a big response. Your challenge will be having too many people, not too few.

It would be great to meet in person, but if you don’t live near the folks you have connected with, why not talk on the phone?

Also, don’t make the group too big. Your group is your safe place. It’s where you get to open your kimono and say what is true for you. You will be sharing personal information. You don’t need a cast of thousands for that. Between four and six people is probably enough.

I like the idea of mixed-gender groups, but you can decide what works for you.

You will figure out how you want to structure your group, how often you want to meet, what you want to focus on, and other ground rules.

Initially, the topics you discuss will follow the chapters in 55, Underemployed, and Faking Normal, but as the Resilience Circle progresses, the topics you discuss will depend entirely on your circle’s interests and priorities.

Depending on how often your RC meets, this book will get you through the first three or four months.

I’ve included some questions to get you started at the end of each chapter. Of course, you will also come up with questions and resources of your own.

There’s one last thing: Why not start your meeting with the “Top This” sweepstakes? I know, I know . . . it’s corny!

Do it anyway.

Each person should write a few sentences on a page and put it in a bowl. No names. Someone read each “Top This” entry aloud.

When folks have been faking it for a long time, it becomes second nature. The “Top This” sweepstakes quickly gets people past self-puffery to Wow . . . there are a lot of people in this boat with me. It keeps your RC 100 percent honest.

Every eight seconds, another American turns sixty-five; that’s some 10,000 people per day. By 2030, nearly 20 percent of the population will be sixty-five or older, comprising the largest senior population in the history of the United States. And millions of boomer households are financially unprepared: one extended health crisis, job loss, or traumatic event from insolvency.

This reality, while well known to experts working on senior issues, is largely missing from political and public discourse. As individuals facing this situation, we’ve got to start talking about it if we want to find solutions. This book, in conjunction with the Resilience Circles that it proposes, is a place to start. We’re going to have to use our strength in numbers to change the national la-la land conversation on retirement income security. And we’re going to have to sound the alarm and push our institutions and public-policy makers to go hard on this crisis with the urgency it deserves.



Resilience Circle Reflection


Getting Started

♦ This first Resilience Circle gathering is really about meeting one another if you are not already friends and addressing some of the logistics and procedural questions. Where do you want to meet, how often, duration of meetings, etc.? And then there are those of you who might be meeting remotely and figuring out how that will work—i.e., whether you’ll talk on the phone, over Skype, using FaceTime, or via some other service.

♦ As part of your logistics discussion, you’ll also want to talk about how you’ll end your time together. Will your RC be over when you finish this book? Or is 55, Underemployed, and Faking Normal just a starting place? You may not be able to answer this question now, but do revisit it later so that the closeout is orderly, not abrupt, and honors the work you’ve done together.

♦ Think of Resilience Circles as convening places where you can learn from one another and share information about helpful resources related to living more secure, connected, rich, and textured lives as you age.

♦ You will want to invite each person in your Resilience Circle to commit to coming to the meetings and working through the book. Intentions matter. We’re talking about holding meetings for three or four months, depending on how often you meet. Obviously, life happens, so make sure that your group is big enough to deal with the inevitable absences and natural attrition.

♦ You will want to appoint a group leader or moderator to keep the discussions on track. Maybe this can be a rotating position so that no one person is overly burdened.

♦ You will likely not get through each chapter’s reflection questions in a single meeting. Take two or three meetings if you need to; it’s not a race or a contest. Work through all of the questions as best you can and see where they take you and what they spark in you.

♦ You’ll also want to affirm the importance of confidentiality. Typically, we don’t show up to gatherings like this; instead, we bring our faking-normal representatives—the parts of ourselves that appear to fit in and pretend to be all right. If we’ve been faking it for a long time, we’ve gotten good at it, with carefully cultivated stories and personas. Your Resilience Circle is your safe place to drop all of that. It’s where you get to do some honest processing and problem solving with peers. That’s why confidentiality is so important.

♦ Your Resilience Circle is not your therapy session, though. Sometimes, when we haven’t candidly shared our experiences in a long time, we are full to the brim. We have so much to say. It’s easy to get wrapped up in our stories and to go on and on and on. In part, this is a time-management issue, and your RC will want to agree on some guidelines. But you will also want to reflect on your readiness to join a Resilience Circle. Is it too early? Are you in such a dark place, so angry, or in such a downward spiral that what you really need is counseling—or counseling in parallel with the Resilience Circle? You may not know the answer to that yet. Sometimes we can be in denial about what’s going on with us even though our pain is clear to others.

♦ Consider starting each meeting with three minutes—three full minutes—of silence. Keep your eyes open and really look at who is in the room with you. A lot of us come into this process pretty banged up. Reestablishing these simple human connections can help us make the changes that we need to make to shape better futures. In the beginning it will feel uncomfortable and awkward to not fill the silence with chatter. Do it anyway. Consider it an “Elizabeth-ism.” I ask you to trust me on this one. It’s powerful. Drop me a line. I’d like to know what you experience.

♦ And of course, I encourage you to do the “Top This” exercise that I described in the introduction. You could have everyone submit their anonymous entries on pieces of paper and then have the group decide on a winner. I suspect that you’ll drop the anonymity fairly quickly and speak the truth to one another directly.



Chapter 2

Old-school Wisdom from an Elderly Black Woman

One one coco full a basket.

—Jamaican proverb

I want to take us back before I take us forward and tell you about my mother’s cousin Anne, whom I knew as “Auntie.” Auntie is gone now; she died some years ago at the age of eighty-three. Auntie was colorful, and not every aspect of her story will speak to you. But when you look beyond her eccentricity to the simple principles that guided her life, you will find much in this old black woman’s experience that will help us navigate the road ahead.

Auntie spent holidays with my family. Homemade Christmas eggnog was her specialty, with enough bourbon in it to cross your eyes.

She was a short, round woman, and her weight caused her to sway gently from side to side as she walked. To steady herself, she trailed her fingertips along the wall and across countertops.

Auntie loved Jesus and her church.

At home she wore white gloves in the New York City summer heat. Her knees showed above her rolled-down stockings and orthopedic shoes.

She must have been quite a sight as she, cane in hand, made her way into the branch office of her local bank.

She was sweating and tired from taking the bus, and rested on a bench in the bank’s lobby to catch her breath.

As she tells the story, one of the security guards saw her and asked her to move along. According to Auntie, he was polite at first but then insisted that she leave the premises.

Auntie didn’t want to make a fuss, but this was her bank, after all, and she had a right to be there. She asked to speak with the manager.

He finally came out and spoke to Auntie in hushed tones. He apologized, of course, but did not protest when Auntie, still stung by how she’d been treated, declared that she’d be taking her business elsewhere.

The bank manager stood next to her as she gave the teller her account number. Distracted, he was barely listening when she asked for her account balance.

Auntie, with pursed lips and her hand resting on her cane, slid the paper over to him. He glanced down and then away, trying to mask his surprise at all those zeros in Auntie’s six-figure balance.

Auntie said he was scrambling now. This old black woman who minutes before had been mistaken for a bag lady was suddenly a fine, upstanding member of the community.

Auntie worked as a private-duty nurse and never made more than $30,000 in any given year. Yet, even after paying tithes, she left behind the largest estate of any member of my family. Today her Fort Greene brownstone alone is valued at $3.7 million.

Auntie never sipped a latte, worked out with a personal trainer, or spent the equivalent of a car note on a pair of shoes.

She bought her brownstone in the mid-1950s as a young woman fresh off her family’s farm in Kentucky. To make ends meet, she rented rooms to boarders and, as she got up in age, looked for tenants who could also help with errands and home repairs.

Auntie never married but wore a wedding band. I’m not sure why; maybe for respectability in an era when childless, never-married women were labeled spinsters and old maids. She didn’t take much stock in men. Laughing, she’d say they just “wear you down.”

As children, we complained about how scratchy and stiff Auntie’s towels were. She didn’t believe in dryers and hung towels out to dry on the clothesline behind her house.

Once a month Auntie treated herself to a meal at Junior’s on Flatbush Avenue. She saved the receipts and always rounded up to the next dollar to “leave a little something” for a tip.

Auntie loved playing the piano, although her feet barely touched the pedals of the upright sitting in her living room. But that did not stop her from belting out the church hymns she loved.

She thought pantyhose were a good invention. She kept them balled up in a basket near her bed. Most were missing one leg or the other, which Auntie cut off when it got a run in it: no need to throw away the whole thing, she said, when you could double up the “good” legs and wear them together.

Smooth talkers were always trying to get Auntie to sell her house. They offered the kind of money you’d think would impress someone of modest means, but it didn’t work on Auntie. She knew the value of what she had and wanted no part of the cash windfall these men were peddling.

Auntie was eighty-three when she died in 2004. I believe she was satisfied with how her life had turned out and felt at peace. She had God, her church, her community, her family, and her music.

I think about Auntie and wonder what we might learn from the old-school values that shaped her life. What about the way she lived could serve us now? What values could help us navigate the rough retirement-security waters ahead?

Marketers could not lure her with shiny gadgets and new toys. She eschewed consumer demands that were completely manufactured and instead found her joy in simple, affordable pleasures.

She didn’t talk about a sustainable economy. Nor did she use terms like conservation, recycle, or repurpose. She just saved all kinds of stuff and was never wasteful.

Friends and family were her security. Her network was her net worth. She valued people, and it showed in her actions. Years of living alone made Auntie a little eccentric and quirky, but she made time for us, and I could always feel the love and connection we shared.

We live in an era when most people would prefer to send an e-card than lick a stamp or pay someone a visit. A friend whose husband died recently lamented that she’d received few visitors and not a single honey-baked ham or lemon pound cake but lots of phone calls and texts.

There was no social media when Auntie was alive. I doubt that she would have approved of technology that gives you credit for “staying in touch” without investing the face time it takes to nurture family or to be a real friend.

Auntie was frugal and understood that every little bit adds up. The way she lived her life reminds me of the Jamaican proverb “One one coco full a basket,” which roughly means that adding one coco root at a time will fill a basket. It speaks to being patient, working hard, and persevering. Don’t try to do everything at once. Little efforts done consistently can get us to where we want to go.
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