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FOREWORD

Jordan Grumet discovered the secret key to the financial independence retire early (FIRE) movement. This secret key has little to do with money. It has nothing to do with retirement. It has nothing to do with freedom from work. And while it is definitely about time, it’s not about being early or late.

I met Jordan in the summer of 2019, when he invited me to be on his Earn & Invest podcast. Reluctantly, I agreed. While I’ve liked FIRE podcasters and bloggers, I have had little to offer on their passionate interests—building wealth through investing—but a lot to say about my environmental and social values, which often seemed off topic. But Jordan was different. He set up the conversation talking about justice and privilege.

When he offered me a chance to write this introduction, I gladly said yes.

Jordan’s book introduces you to a man who had the courage to exit the dominant paradigm of “making a living” to spend his time looking at living and dying through the eyes of his hospice patients.

He applied—and teaches—the techniques of the FIRE movement, but this is not a financial independence retire early book.

FINANCIAL

While Jordan talks about his financial decisions, his message is that money is a poor way to meet our needs for love, purpose, personal growth, introspection, and service. Meeting those nonmaterial needs, it turns out, determines how deep and satisfying our lives become. While Jordan “had it made” financially as a medical doctor, he was impoverished until he let go of his practice and focused on the most meaningful part of his work: serving hospice patients in their last weeks and days. He managed his money wisely and does teach about his methods, but his teaching is about putting money in service to his values and true happiness.

INDEPENDENCE

The dream of independence, of saying “take this job and shove it” to a dead-end job, is very attractive. It’s what gets most people into the FIRE movement. Leaving a job that’s killing you, though, doesn’t make you free. It just gives you free time, which you then have to figure out how to fill. The empty canvas of time requires you to ask, What is truly worthy of my time and attention? As a hospice doctor who serves people for whom time has just about run out, Jordan considers this question every day. How shall I live? Where shall I lay up my treasure? When I am the one in that bed, struggling to breathe, what will make me feel that my life was well spent? Such questions have nothing to do with bucket lists, yoga classes, or destinations. Instead, these questions have to do with introspection, humility, and caring for more than me and mine.

RETIRE

Retirement is an artifact of industrialization. We have become cogs in a machine that leaves people more dead than alive at the end of the day. Joe Dominguez, originator of the program in our book, Your Money or Your Life, used to say, “People aren’t making a living. If they were, they’d be more alive at the end of the day. No, they are making a dying.” Our book, and the FIRE teachers, show a discipline that, followed loyally, leads to a way out of this grind.

Buddhist economics considers that there are three purposes of work:


	
1. To provide for your material needs

	
2. To develop character

	
3. To make a contribution to the community



We are social animals, not just self-improving individuals. We want to contribute. Our work may change from earning money to activism, volunteering, the arts, inventing, a new career, or helping others, but we still work, and the work makes us whole. Retirement conjures a life of relaxation, playing golf perhaps, being a snowbird in a motor home, or babysitting grandchildren. All of these activities can be fun—but in moderation and not as the whole meal. We want to apply ourselves to things that matter not just to us but to others as well.

Amartya Sen, Nobel Prize–winning economist, said: “Poverty is not just a lack of money; it is not having the capability to realize one’s full potential as a human being.”

Freedom isn’t entitlement to do as you please. It’s agency to do as you value.

Jordan retired from a way of life that had no real joy in it and reinvested his life energy in what lit up his heart and soul.

For me this reinvestment came several years into my own financial independence, when I learned about the ecological principle of “overshoot and collapse”: any species with an ample food source and no predators will grow in numbers and eat through the food until there isn’t enough to support the population of the species. Then the population collapses. I saw clearly, nearly fifty years ago, that our human community was headed off such a cliff, and it’s been my privilege to use my freedom to create, write, organize, volunteer, speak, and influence others as much as I could to change our course. Every minute has challenged, stimulated, and grown me toward my full humanity. No minute was aimed at earning money, as I’d learned to live within the income I had from cautious investments.

EARLY

And now for “early.” Life is not a race to a finish line. It’s not a competition. There is no gold medal. Winning is directing your life energy toward what you most value and what brings you the deepest joy. I think the promise of earliness is part of the American pipe dream, of frontiers, winning, outcompeting, success. We are a country of immigrants who all got away from somewhere and something: kings, famines, pogroms, wars. We are also a country that has not reckoned with the problem that some people’s freedom has been other people’s terrible loss of freedom. The great law of freedom is that we are free to act, but we are not free of the consequences—good and bad—of our actions. I see Jordan as having matured from a life not to his liking and into acceptance that “no man is an island, separated from the whole.”

For some in the FIRE community, Jordan’s decision to sacrifice income for meaning, and retirement for service to the dying, makes little sense: He should make as much as possible as soon as possible and leave the meaning part to after retirement. Then he could have all the meaning he wants. His example, though, and the evolution of many people in his networks have opened up conversations about how FIRE relates to justice, capitalism’s discontents, privilege, compassion, generosity, and the common good.

The definition of “FIRE” is evolving. There’s now fat FIRE (passive income equal to your highest earning year), lean FIRE (passive income equal to your more frugal spending), barista FIRE (passive income plus a part-time job for the benefits), and coast FIRE (earning enough, early enough, to invest it and let it grow into enough to retire later while you work less frantically).

Perhaps, after reading this book, “FIRE” will translate into “financial integrity” and “retire eventually”—or maybe “respond with empathy,” “realize enlightenment,” “rescue the earth,” “restore equity,” or “reflect on eternity.”

In Jordan’s chosen work, that last action is a daily affair.

Vicki Robin, coauthor of Your Money or Your Life

October 2021



The stories I share in Taking Stock are all based on my experiences with patients at the end of life. I have changed identifying details and used composite stories in order to protect patient confidentiality.

—Jordan Grumet
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PART ONE WHAT FINANCIAL INDEPENDENCE EXPERTS GET WRONG ABOUT LIFE—AND DEATH









INTRODUCTION

When I was seven, my father died suddenly, unexpectedly. I remember a lot about the day it happened: the fluorescent lights in the principal’s office while I waited to be picked up, the look on my mother’s friend Noel’s face when she arrived at school, the words my mother whispered later that day that would change my life forever.

“He’s gone.”

I also remember that his death just didn’t make any sense. I was at an age when I worshiped my father. I tried to walk the way he did. I copied his facial expressions and words. How could this young man, this doctor, this superhero just collapse one day and cease to exist, leaving behind not only a wife, but also my two older brothers and me?

How could he leave? It was a question I asked myself over and over again in the weeks that followed. Like most young children, I interpreted the world through a fairly self-centered lens, and so I wondered whether the answer to that question was me—maybe I wasn’t good enough, smart enough, or lovable enough.

The answer to all my questions came a few months later in the form of a dream. I was standing in the hospital wearing my father’s lab coat and stethoscope. Nurses and patients flew past me in a flurry as I calmly helped those in need. I was good. I was whole. I was able to fill the place my father left vacant.

We tell ourselves the stories about our lives that make it bearable—or, better yet, magical, mystical. And, finally, I had a story that made sense. I would become a doctor like my father. I convinced myself that walking in his footsteps would cosmically fix the mistake of his death, a mistake that I was somehow responsible for.

This story carried me far. It carried me through a learning disorder that threatened my ability to read. It carried me through a childhood devoid of close friendships and through failures in athletics and, eventually, relationships. It pushed me to study for hours while others were enjoying themselves or watching television. It was not a question of if I would become a doctor, but when.

By the time I reached college, I had grown into the student I had always wanted to be. I could sit with a textbook for hours and absorb the most difficult and challenging material. I attacked my bachelor’s degree with the certitude that it would swiftly lead to a place in medical school and, eventually, residency. I was living my dreams or, at least, what I thought my dreams should be.

It would soon, however, become progressively difficult to ignore the signs that maybe I wasn’t living the dream I thought I was. One of those signs came on my first day on the job at a residency program in internal medicine at Washington University in 1999. At the end of my tour around the hospital, a residency director introduced me to the third-year resident who was ready to hand off his patients to me.

“This is John,” the director said. “You’ll be taking his place. He can’t be hurt anymore.”

I was confused. Can’t be hurt anymore? What the heck does that mean? Who is hurting him? It would take me a year to understand what those words meant: what a continual assault on the psyche it is to work in an intensive care unit. Building walls was my way of girding myself against the sleeplessness, the militant hierarchy of the medical profession, and the pain I felt when accepting that harsh but fundamental truth of medicine: some patients cannot be saved. I learned how to sublimate my emotions, fears, and sadness to such an extent that they became almost nonexistent.

Almost.

I probably would have continued doctoring on autopilot if not for the day my son was born: October 25, 2004. When I held him in my arms in the delivery room, I felt the walls I had so expertly built start to tumble down. I could no longer protect myself from all that was painful because in the process I would also be blocking out all the love and joy I felt for my son, for my wife, for humanity. I had to accept that death—the death of my father, my patients, and even someday my own—was just as natural as the newborn wiggling in my arms.

I went back to work with a new sense of vigor. I learned how to both laugh and cry with my patients. I stopped trying to avoid all that was painful about doctoring and chose to embrace it. Yet, in the process, I learned something that would truly change my understanding of the dream I’d had so many years earlier.

On a sunny spring day shortly after graduating medical school, I was helping my mother sort through a pile of long-forgotten boxes in the attic. Unexpectedly, I stumbled across a few of my father’s old papers that my mom had kept from his training days. As I perused his notebooks, I could sense a love and joy for the material that was so meticulously laid down on the pages. Graphs were painstakingly copied and labeled with accuracy and care. It was clear he had an innate love for the science, which I never shared.

For me, it was the people and relationships that I fell in love with. My happiest moments were when I was able to act toward my patients as suggested by the original Latin from which the word “doctor” derives: docere, to teach. I was at my best when I was explaining the magnificence of the human body and its impermanence: how and why it falters.

But was being a physician the only way I could achieve these goals?

The question frightened me. After spending so many years pursuing this path and practicing medicine, it was jarring to come to the conclusion that I had chosen unwisely—so jarring, in fact, that I tried just about everything to avoid that conclusion.

I quit working for a medical group and started my own practice because I thought control was what I was lacking. This move quelled my fears briefly, but it didn’t take me long to realize that I no longer enjoyed office medicine. My next solution was to leave the office and start a concierge medical practice in which I saw patients in their own homes.

While this model was quite streamlined and profitable, it was only a few years before the same demons overtook me. I was burned out and unhappy, experiencing too little sleep and too much work in a profession that was giving me very little joy. I had no idea what to do with my career and no idea which direction my life should take.

Completely by coincidence, around this time, a physician author contacted me to review his financial book for my medical blog. His book, which I read in one sitting, introduced me to the concept of financial independence and connected a number of disparate economic concepts that I had failed to tie together previously. I hadn’t realized that there was a whole group of people, the financial independence retire early (FIRE) community, that helped individuals like me learn how to calculate how much money they need to live without ever making another cent.

After I did the math, I realized that I was free. Because of good financial habits my parents had modeled for me as a kid, I had saved enough money to support myself for the rest of my life without worrying about what I did for a living. Just like the FIRE devotees that I read about, I had embraced the mantra of frugality, saving, and investing wisely. I owned real estate as well as my own thriving business. I already had enough money and sources of income to retire early.

It was the other aspect of the FIRE equation, though, that unexpectedly brought tears to my eyes. What these financial experts were telling me was that from this very day it was possible to fill my time only with activities that were most consistent with my true desires.

But…what were those desires?

This should have been one of the happiest moments of my life, but my joy at the prospect of leaving medicine was quickly replaced with both sorrow and fear. Sorrow at feeling the last wisps of my connection with my father fade away and fear that maybe I didn’t have the faintest idea what my true desires really were.

I did know that I didn’t really share my father’s innate love of the science of medicine. I knew that I didn’t want to feel the pain and loss of his passing anymore. And I knew that I didn’t want to die young like he had.

This was, at least, a start. Those thoughts had taken up so much mental space—had, in fact, driven many of my behaviors over the years—that they left little room to divine my own innate calling. But when it came to how I really wanted to spend my time, when I thought about what I wanted my legacy on this earth to be, I came up short.

I knew I needed to dive deeper. And I felt a sense of urgency when it came to figuring all this out because my kids were starting to get older. I wanted them to look up to me the same way I did my father. I wanted to make sure they had everything they needed for a secure future no matter what happened. It was never lost on me that my career in medicine and my midlife shift were in part funded by my father’s life insurance policy—a policy my family would have given anything not to have collected. Yet money is a form of power; it allows for possibilities otherwise unfathomable. How do we reconcile these often-contradictory realities?

I knew it wasn’t enough to just leave my family a fat inheritance. If you’ve lost someone close to you, you don’t need me to tell you that I’d have traded in all my college money for just a little more time with my father.

Over the next few years, I started to rebuild my sense of self brick by brick. I began by asking myself some uncomfortable questions. Who am I outside of being a doctor? What makes my life feel purposeful? What do I consider “enough”—and how does money play into that? What would I most want to do even if I weren’t getting paid to do it? When do I feel most at peace? Most myself? And, just as important, what do I want to accomplish on this earth before I die, and what is keeping me from doing it now?

As I started to answer these questions, I was able to peel away the parts of being a doctor that no longer fit. I left my concierge practice and spent more time doing the one thing that still felt authentic and good about medicine: hospice and palliative care.

Obviously this work was deeply connected to the loss I’d experienced so young, but no more was I a kid in an oversized lab coat playing the role of my father. This was work I felt uniquely suited for, work that I wanted to do no matter what it paid.

This work also informed my burgeoning “second career” as a financial expert. That was a career path I never really planned for but that took shape quite naturally when I started speaking and writing about what I felt most passionate about. In caring for the dying and their families, I found myself receiving answers to so many questions I’d been grappling with for years, from distinguishing my own goals and dreams from those of my father to understanding the role money played in my life. In fact, the more patients I interacted with, the more it became clear that the dying have much to teach about money and life.

The phrase “We’re dying from the moment we’re born” is so often repeated that it’s become a cliché. But how often is that knowledge hiding just underneath the surface of our conscious thought and behavior, pushing our buttons in ways we don’t always see? Certainly the loss of my father and my anxiety around my own mortality drove me forward for much of my life, and yet it took me decades to understand how central my fear of death was when it came to the story I was telling about my identity, my calling, and my sense of safety and security.

Perhaps you have your own story that’s helped you make sense of the uncertainty of life and inevitability of death. What stories are you telling yourself right now about why you do the work you do? About how you spend your “free time”? About what money means or doesn’t mean to you?

Have these stories been affecting the way you spend money on yourself and your family? Have they been influencing how many hours you work each week and how much you allow yourself to indulge in your hobbies or passions? Are any of these stories connected with early losses or traumas? If so, is it possible that these stories need to be examined more deeply?

Every patient I’ve ever sat down with has their own versions of these stories. But when a person is diagnosed with a terminal illness and death goes from a feared possibility to a certainty, something remarkable frequently happens: often those self-protective stories about identity, work, and money crumble, leaving a person with great clarity about who they are, what they love, and what really matters.

That doesn’t mean a terminal diagnosis is ever easy—not for the patients, their loved ones, or their caregivers. But what I have observed is that for a lot of people, the understanding that death is near gives as well as takes: When death becomes certain, it’s like a vise grip around the neck has been loosened. Focus shifts away from a fear of loss and toward the possibility of what can still be gained and experienced.

Often, people begin to focus on their true desires for the first time.

When I told one of my chronically ill patients, Sam, that he was dying and nothing more could be done, he paused before speaking. Finally, he said, “But, Doc, I don’t have time for this right now!”

He then burst into a loud spasm of laughter. His girlfriend couldn’t turn back the smile that fought through her tears.

This wasn’t the only bright memory I have of Sam. As soon as he got the diagnosis, something shifted in him. He no longer had to fret over whether he was going to die or not—because the diagnosis left little room for doubt.

There was also little time to waste. Throughout his life, he had constantly put off his wish to be spontaneous and see the world. He always had an excuse not to pursue his frivolous wishes and dreams. But he no longer had to play it safe. And so when we would call Sam over the next few months to set up his next appointment, he was rarely at home.

“He’s in New Orleans,” his daughter told me one time when I made a call myself. “He went to Mardi Gras!”

Sam took many other trips in the months after receiving his diagnosis. One afternoon, his girlfriend came to check on him and found him lying in bed peacefully. When she realized he was no longer breathing, she reached for the phone to call the hospice nurse. That’s when she noticed a single suitcase next to the foot of the bed. She opened it to find that Sam had packed his favorite suit, his lucky shirt, and a brand-new pair of shoes. This was odd, since they hadn’t planned any more trips.

As I hung up the phone, I realized that Sam was sending us all a message. To him, death was just another adventure. And he wanted to make sure his bag was packed.

What if we all could begin to live like Sam not simply during our final days, but every day?

The more I began to learn from my patients, the less certain I was about a lot of my ideas concerning frugality, saving, and investing. Post in any financial independence forum or Facebook group about a big purchase, and the dissenting opinions come quickly. Over and over again, the claim is that by spending on these big-ticket items, we incur an “opportunity cost.” In other words, if we had invested the money instead, it would “compound” exponentially, making it possible for us to enjoy much more opportunity in the future.

Compounding, most simply explained, is the exponential growth of an interest-bearing investment. You could say that it is the interest that you earn off your interest. Any financial text worth its salt will describe in great detailed mathematical terms how small sums of money allowed to grow with compound interest will become large sums of money over ever-expanding periods of time. All you have to do is sit back, relax, and wait for the money to grow.

But here’s what my time with people like Sam drove home: money isn’t the only thing that compounds. Experience compounds. The time and energy we put into our relationships and explorations of the world compounds. Education compounds, as does joy.

At the beginning of my career, my sister and her husband moved to Australia for a year for a temporary job relocation. Burdened by our busy careers and leftover college debt, my wife and I decided to save instead of visiting them. Years later, I have huge regrets about not taking the trip. Of course, the thousands of dollars that we didn’t spend may have compounded into tens of thousands of dollars now. I could easily afford the trip today. But I can never go back and rewrite myself into that youthful adventure. And we mustn’t forget the true value of things.

My association with the FIRE movement has deepened my understanding of my financial needs and allowed me to build a stable plan and free myself from unsatisfying work. Yet working with the dying also helped me see that the foundations of the movement are steeped in fear: fear of not having enough money; fear of working away at a job that is unfulfilling; and, perhaps most of all, fear of dying broke.

Such fears can not only drive extreme behavior when it comes to frugality, career choices, and deprivation, but also lead to confusion about meaning and purpose. This is something I learned from my patients, too; the lessons I received from the dying were not always positive.

Liz was in her early forties when she discovered the personal finance world. Enthralled by the prospect of financial independence and building a life of abundance for her two young children, she set off on a plan to stabilize the family budget. She worked dutifully on saving and investing, and within a few years, she was well on the road to financial independence.

Liz’s joy about her newfound financial security, however, was short-lived. She found herself restless and uncertain. Instead of feeling elated, she began struggling with depression. Now that her money issues were managed, she didn’t know where to focus her energy. She lost the drive to spend more hours in the office in the pursuit of a goal that was now all but certain.

The mirage of wealth had obscured the fact that money is a tool, not a goal. Attaining that goal had left a vacuum that Liz didn’t know how to fill. As she became more and more depressed, she lost focus. She spent more time abusing alcohol and less time sleeping. It was only a matter of time before tragedy struck. They say she fell asleep at the wheel.

I met Liz and her family only briefly before the family decided to remove her life support. The car accident had caused irreversible brain damage, and it was unlikely that Liz would ever awaken again. A few days after sitting with her husband, Carl, and comforting him while the respirator was being removed, I called him at home to see how he was doing. His voice cracked as he pondered his unbearable feelings of loss and shared more about Liz’s last days.

“Liz had been so concerned with money at the end,” he told me. “I would have gladly worked night and day for the rest of my life to just have another year with her!”

While I have met other patients and families who have expressed similar regret, I have also watched those who, upon being diagnosed with a terminal illness, embrace their time left on this earth in ways that might surprise people who long for early retirement.

Bobbie was obsessed with trucks from a young age. He dreamed about one day having a big rig of his own. He parlayed his childhood fantasies into a booming business buying and selling the gargantuan vehicles he’d fallen in love with as a kid. Every morning, he would pace back and forth in the lot admiring his beauties before settling down to his desk and beginning the endless process of matching buyers and sellers.

Once a booming business, by the time of his passing, the entity was mostly devoid of value. Although his customer base had dried up, Bobbie still loved what work remained. As his congestive heart failure progressed, I would visit him in his shop. His assistant had placed Bobbie’s recliner in close proximity to his desk so he could peruse the sales sheets in between dozing off throughout the day. His body was giving in, but not his excitement for the deal.

Now, a lot of conventional wisdom would say that Bobbie should have set things up so he could have stepped away from his career a lot earlier. But, I assure you, there is nowhere on earth that man wanted to be more than his shop.

Bit by bit, my experiences as a hospice doctor have not only transformed the story that a grieving seven-year-old once told himself; they’ve also changed the way I think about how I spend my time and what I truly value. They’ve helped me weed out a lot of financial advice some view as sacred, because what’s liberating for one person can be torture for another.

Perhaps the biggest lesson has been what elaborate lengths we go through in our attempts to shield ourselves from our mortality. Sometimes our fears of dying mean we play it safe or follow a path that’s not our own. Other times we become so enamored by the mirage of wealth that we spend our lives chasing some elusive goal that doesn’t really exist. For many of us, it is only when we find out that we are dying or terminally ill that the illusion shatters.

What a gift it would be to start at the beginning as opposed to the end of our journey—to learn to live before it’s too late. Wealth and financial know-how should not come at the expense of honoring what’s important to us; quite the contrary—they should be our boons on this most important journey of living.

This book is a celebration of all that my patients have taught me about living and dying. The book is a critical look at the conventional wisdom so many of my peers swear by when it comes to the complicated relationship between money and life.

But the wisdom I’ve gained from the dying goes much deeper than throwing fiscal responsibility out the window because “YOLO” (you only live once). In fact, the way I see it, we don’t only live once. We live countless lives as well as suffer pain and loss over and over again. Each graduation or career milestone, each disappointment or heartbreak can feel like the end of one life and the beginning of another. As a hospice doctor, I find it more accurate to say that we only die once!

While nothing is permanent, for some people, it’s only when they face their own impending nonexistence that they begin to openly and honestly evaluate their life. The certainty of death removes the fears and barriers that have paralyzed us from asking the important questions. There is no time left to hesitate. Who do we want to be? What do we value? How important is money, and what are we willing to sacrifice for it?

The answers to these questions are instrumental in filling the oft-ignored holes that exist within when it comes to our identities and purpose. Such gaps must be filled in preparation for a “good” death. It is a time to mend relationships, fix that which has been broken, and fulfill last-minute “bucket list” items. The end is both a gift and a hardship.

The gift of mortality, however, becomes even more powerful in the hands of those who are not imminently facing death. There is no reason we can’t use everyday loss and suffering to give us the courage to start asking questions about identity and purpose today. Loss is always around the corner. The old cliché rings true: We should learn to live as if we are dying.

The problem is that the future is uncertain. We don’t know whether we will die tomorrow or in a few decades. That’s why it’s not enough to just follow principles or rules that others have put forth about wise wealth management and financial investment. Dealing with money effectively will always involve more than just balancing income and outflow and more than budgeting and saving. Our goal is to put our finances “on autopilot” so our money is working for us—but that is not the same thing as being on autopilot ourselves.

The stories, ideas, and framework I’ll share in the pages to come will drive home the most important lessons I’ve learned from my patients and my own life. The chapters to come will remind us that wealth is just a lever, and that real wealth goes far beyond money. By asking the right questions, we can use this tool to rewrite the outdated stories we tell ourselves that are no longer self-affirming.

Too many people look to financial advisers to tell them exactly what to do. What these people really need is to have a better understanding of who they are and what they want to accomplish. When this valuable lesson from the dying is taken into account, personal decisions about money management become crystal clear. My goal in writing this book is to use this knowledge to help you build a financial plan free of clichés and oversimplistic catchphrases. My goal is to help you build a legacy that is uniquely yours.






CHAPTER 1 MONEY IS LIKE OXYGEN
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TWO STORIES OF DYING IN AMERICA

After years of walking among the dying I have come to one overwhelming conclusion: we are scared to death—of dying. Studies show that a significant portion of people are afraid of death and the deaths of their loved ones. In fact, there is even a field of study devoted to the human reaction to death and dying: thanatology.

But just as pervasive is our fear of life. Specifically, we’re afraid of screwing up our one shot to live a good life. This fear pervades just about everything we do, leading to shame and disappointment and straining our relationships. We set standards high, then obsess about what will happen if we fall short.

All too often, these standards are built on a rocky foundation of ideas we’ve never really examined. Central among them is the belief that if we just accumulate enough wealth, it will somehow stave off death or at least mitigate our inadequacies and disappointments. No wonder there is a mental health crisis! We can’t escape death. We can’t control it. We can throw all the money at death that we want, but no amount can keep it away forever.

I want to share two stories of people living, and dying, under very different economic circumstances. On the surface, they share little more than a close proximity to death. But if we can look past their bank accounts, we’ll see two men who died with the same regret: that they did not have enough.

CHARLIE’S STORY

Signing the divorce papers was probably Charlie’s lowest point. His wife was sitting by his side, occasionally swatting at some fly buzzing around the room.

There was no fly.

Charlie tried to focus on the legal papers through his tears. He had no intention of leaving his beloved’s side. But to ensure Paula received an adequate level of care for her Alzheimer’s, he had to sign the divorce papers and declare her bankrupt. Only then would Medicaid pay.

He regretted not being able to take Paula home to live out her final days—although one could barely call the cramped condo they’d been forced to downsize to years earlier a “home.” Their last days together bore little resemblance to the years they’d spent raising their kids in a tony suburb. More than anything, Charlie regretted how little they’d thought about their financial future when there was still time.

Charlie’s health deteriorated rapidly after Paula’s death. He used what little energy he had to clear out his best friend’s belongings from the tiny space they shared. Any last bit of money the divorce had spared was gone. His body was weak, his joints stiff. He got into bed one evening after drinking a little too much and, when he woke up, found he lacked the strength to lift himself up. Instead, he gently rolled down to the floor and crawled into the bathroom. There would be no 911 calls. He would not spend his last days in some godforsaken institution. It was bad enough admitting to his kids that he needed help; he cherished his time with them and didn’t want them to know how tight things had gotten.
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