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Playing the Back Nine

Life Beyond Retirement

There should be two names for golf. The stuft they show on
television should be called golf. The game I play should be
called something else. The problem is that the only names
that would fit my game could not be repeated in public.

The only redeeming thing about my game is that there is an
intermission. For those of you who are not familiar with the
game, the golf course is divided into two sets of nine holes
each. There is a break between the two nines which pro-
vides a time to let off steam, make the appropriate excuses
for the bad shots, buy some balls to replace the ones lost on
the front, make a pit stop at the club house, and get set to
face the back nine.

It becomes a new game. Hope springs eternal in the breast
of every golfer as they stride toward the back nine. No
matter what the front nine looked like, the back will bring
redemption. Then at the bar, when it is all over, the same
lament is heard: “I had a pretty good round until I got to
the back and fell apart.” I always feel like I should have used
the transition between the two nines for some lessons and
perhaps some knowledge of how to play the game instead
of just blasting on to the tenth tee with the same game and
same knowledge I used or misused on the front nine.

Golf is a pretty good analogy of life. We have a front nine
spent trying to get ahead, make a living, raise a family, and
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perhaps make some impact on the world we live in. Then
we face the back nine. Retirement looms, age begins to be
more than a joke. There are things ahead we don’t want to
even think about. If the front side was hard, wait until you
see what the back nine has to offer.

Fortunately, there is a time of transition. We do know we
are getting older and one day will face the retirement years.
That time of transition can be vital preparation for the deci-
sions and changes we will face. It needs to be a time of real
soul searching and deep thinking. We dare not hide our
heads in the sand and rush to the tenth tee with no idea of
what is ahead nor how to play the game.

Too often we plunge full speed ahead assuming life will
always be the same and we can live just like we are living
as long as we want to, and then face the changes and chal-
lenges on the fly.

The greatest myth of old age is:

I will know when it is time.

I will know when it is time for me to stop driving my car.
I will know when it is time to change my lifestyle.

I will know when it is time for me to move to different
housing.

But you won'’t know. Age slips up on us. No one really
knows how old they are. Most of us think of ourselves as

at least twenty years younger than we are. My dad used to
say he was going to the nursing home to visit the old people
there. He was eighty-five at the time and older than almost
everyone in the facility, but he did not know it.

I think I am about fifty-five, or at least I used to think so.
I was walking through an airport, late for my connection,
and I was walking fast. At least it felt like I was walking
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fast. I have always been able to do that and I was laying
them down. My hair was flapping in the breeze as I mo-
tored through the terminal and two elderly ladies passed
me. I sped up but it did not help. I sat down and let the aw-
ful realization of my age overwhelm me. Age slips up on us.
We are suddenly old and it is too late for us to know when
it is time. Maybe some planning ahead even when we don’t
feel like it is time would be smart.

I think the whole thing boils down to wanting to stay in
control of our lives no matter what the future holds. Aging
is a constant fight for independence. We want to do it our
way. We don’t want anyone taking over our lives. We don’t
want decisions made for us or about us. We want to captain
our own ship until it reaches the final port.

Control and independence sounds great and that is what we
all want and dream of, but doing so demands planning, ac-
tion, decisions and responsibility on our part. It doesn’t just
happen. Matter of fact, it sometimes feels like all of nature
is engaged in a war against it happening.

Nor will it come by just being stubborn and refusing to
respond to advice or help. Too many folks refuse to think
through the issues, make the proper judgments, plan, and
take the needed action for a good life and they end up with
sheer bull headedness being their only defense in the fight
for control.

Years of being a counselor and writing books and materials
about caring for aging loved ones made it easier for me to
realize the need of a careful well-planned approach to life
beyond retirement. I had counseled too many families torn
apart by the care of their parents, dealt with far too many
people who damaged their own marriages and endangered
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their health in the caring process. I have seen guilt mangle
the futures of folks long after the loved one was gone.

All of these experiences led me to vow that no matter what
I had to face, no matter where I had to live, no matter what
inconveniences I had to overcome, I was not going to be a
problem nor a burden to my children. I made a list of things
I do not want to happen. Perhaps the list can help other
folks to think ahead and make the choices and plans to
prevent these things from happening. My list is:

+ Ido not want the transition from my being a parent to
a new relationship of adult-to-adult with my children to
be a civil war they must fight for. I want it to be my gift
to them.

+ Idon’t want to be remembered as a hard-headed old
coot who fought my caregivers about every decision.

+ Idon’t want someone to have to force me to stop driv-
ing when I become a danger to others.

+ I do not want to live with my children but, even if I have
to do so, I don’t want them to sacrifice their lives and
happiness in my care.

+ Idon’t want to live longer than I should, no matter what
the doctors say is possible.

+ Iwant to make the necessary decisions about my care
long before the children have to make them for me.

+ Most of all, until the day I die I want to be a nice person
to be around, and I hope the children will help me do
just that.

My mother-in-law said she wanted to live long enough to
get even with her kids. She said that in jest and we all got
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great laughs at the idea. Most of us might joke about it, but
I don't think any of us want to be a burden to our children
or a caregiver. My greatest dread is not death, it is living too
long and living beyond my ability to not be a burden. That
goal requires us to make some decisions we do not want to
make and take some actions we do not feel ready to make.
Playing the back nine, the final holes, your way means you
have to actually do it.

I had no intentions of writing another book. I am over 80
years old. I had written thirty-six books and truly thought
I was through. However, I got tired of reading all the ad-
vice to the aging that must have been written by some
middle-aged dreamer trying to make old age seem sweet
and wonderful. Their stuff sounds like a series of Hallmark
cards. Old age isn’t golden. I don’t think it is even copper.
Old age is a series of losses. Everything on my body that
doesn’t hurt doesn’t work. It is a series of adjustments that
can either help us function or leave us bitter.

As I thought about it, I realized that maybe my situation
makes me somewhat uniquely qualified to write this. My
wife of 57 years died a few years ago so I live alone. I live in
the same city with all four of my daughters and their fami-
lies. All of my grandchildren and great grandchildren live
here as well. I started a publishing business in my garage in
1980 and it has been my life ever since. Three of my daugh-
ters are now fully in charge of that business and they are
doing a much better job with it than I ever could. We have
made that transition without rancor and worked together
since 1996 in peace and love.

On my own initiative I sold my house and now live in a
high-rise apartment. When my vision began to fail I gave
up driving my car. That decision was mine and done with-
out pressure from anyone. In place of a car, I have a small
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