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INTRODUCTION

An Invitation

Retirement is often described as a finish line: you work, you stop, and then
you are supposed toknow what comes next. Real lifeis less tidy—and more
interesting. Work can give you a schedule, a sense of usefulness, and people
to see. When work changes or ends, some of those things may change too.
You donot have toreplace them all at once. You can begin by noticing what
you want your days tohold.

The word retired does not describe one fixed way of living. Some people leave
paid work completely; others keep working, by choice or necessity, part-time
orina new role. In a Federal Reserve survey, 15 percent of retirees had done
some paid work or work for profit in the prior month, and 4 percent of all
adults considered themselves retired while still working'. Retirement, then, is
not a single door that closes behind you. It can be a transition you shape,
revisit, and sometimes reshape.

Money belongs in this conversation, but it does not havetotake it over.
Social Security is widely used: as of June 30, 2026, about 88 percent of
people aged 65 and over were receiving benefits, risingtoabout 94 percent
among people aged 75 and older?. Those figures tell you how common the
program is, not what your own benefit will be or whether it will cover your
needs. A useful plan starts with your actual income, expenses, priorities,
and questions—not with a rule that claims tofit everyone.

A longer life can bring uncertainty: health may change, costs may shift, and
people you love may need more from you—or be able to offer less. It can also
bringroom tolearn a skill, return toa neglected interest, deepen a friendship,
or contribute in a new way. None of those possibilities is guaranteed, and
they donot require you to be relentlessly cheerful. Hope is not pretending
everything will go smoothly. It is making space for what could still matter.

Connection is not a decorative extra you add after the practical work is done.
It is part of thelife you are planning. A National Academies report describes
social isolation as having few social relationships or infrequent contact, and
loneliness as the subjective feeling of beingisolated®. These are different
experiences, and a full calendar does not automatically mean you feel close
topeople. The useful question is not whether your social life looks
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impressive. It is whether it gives you enough belonging, care, and chanceto
contribute.

This book is an invitation toapproach your next chapter with both care and
curiosity. You will consider income and spending, but alsoroutines, health,
community, housing, and the small practical supports that help a day work.
You do not need a perfect forecast before you begin. You need a willingness to
look clearly at what you know, find out what you do not, and make choices
that can be adjusted as life changes. That is a sturdy kind of optimism—and
a good placetostart.

Reasonsto fall in love with this subject

e Because the planis yours to shape Thereis nosingle correct picture of
retirement. You might want quieter mornings, meaningful work, more time
with family, or a mix that changes from season toseason. The point is
not tocopy someone else’s ideal. It is toidentify what matters toyou and
make choices that support it. That gives planninga warmer purpose
than simply collecting numbers: you are making room for a life you
recognize as your own.

e Because security can create choices Understandingincome and
expenses is not about predicting every turn. It is about seeing the ground
beneath your feet. You can identify reliable income, distinguish essentials
from flexible spending, and note what you still need to check. Social
Security choices have trade-offs: claiming early means a longer period of
payments but a reduced monthly amount, while waiting beyond full
retirement age can increase benefits*:°. Clear information helps you ask
better questions without pretending thereis one answer for everyone.

e Because daily habits can keep life wide Health habits are not promises
of perfect health or a particular lifespan. They are ways tosupport the
activities and independence you value. The CDC recommends that
adults 65 and older include aerobic activity, muscle strengthening, and
balance activities, while advising people toadapt activity to their abilities
and conditions®. You can start by asking what feels realistic, what you
enjoy, and when professional guidance would be useful. A small
sustainable practice can be more welcome than a grand plan you dread.

e Because belonging can be built Relationships are not fixed assets that
you either have or lack. They can be tended through a regular call, a shared
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meal, a group, a volunteer role, or simply making it easier to say yes when
someone reaches out. Social connection has been associated with a
greater likelihood of survival, though an association does not guarantee an
outcome for any one person’. You do not need a crowd. You can look for a
few real points of contact and ways tobe useful toothers.

e Because practical adjustments protect what matters A home, a route
tothe grocery store, or a way toget help with an errand can shape what
you are abletodo. Thinkingabout those details is hot surrenderingtoage
orassumingyou will need a particular kind of care. It is noticingthat
circumstances may change and giving yourself options. A thoughtful plan
can include what works now, what might become difficult, and whom you
could ask before a small problem grows into a larger one.

e Because you are allowed to revise A retirement plan is not a verdict. It
is a working guide, and working guides need updates. Your priorities may
shift; income, health, relationships, or responsibilities may change.
Reviewing the plan lets you keep the pieces that still fit and reconsider the
ones that donot. You can make a modest adjustment without declaring
the whole effort a failure. Flexibility is not a loophole in planning. It is one of
the ways planning meets real life.

BY THE END OF THIS BOOK, YOU WILL BE ABLE TO

e Describewhat you want to keep, leave behind, and try as your work
and daily rhythm change.

e List likely income sources and compare them with essential
expenses, without assuming one Social Security claiming choice fits
everyone.

e Separateessential costs, flexible spending, and uncertain expenses
soyou can see what needs a closer look.

e Choose realistic health habits and identify when to seek guidance
suited toyour circumstances.

e Map therelationships and communities you value, then choose one
manageable way to strengthen a connection.

e Consider how housing, transportation, accessibility, and practical
support help you keep doing what matters.

e Test your plans against plausible changes and create a regular
routine for reviewing and revising them.
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How to use this book

You can read this book from beginningtoend, or start with the chapter that
feels most pressing. If money is on your mind, begin with income and
spending. If your calendar suddenly feels too empty—or too full—start with
work, habits, or connection. The chapters speak toone another, but you do
not need to solve every part of retirement before you take a useful first step.

Keep a notebook, a notes app, or a few sheets of paper nearby. As you read,
write down three things: what you know, what you need to check, and what
might change. If an exercise brings up a question beyond your knowledge,
mark it rather than guessing. You can bringthat question toa qualified
professional or a reliable source. The goal is not to produce a flawless plan in
one sitting; it is to make the next conversation or decision clearer.

Try the practices in ordinary life, where a plan has towork. Revisit your notes
after a changein work, health, housing, family responsibilities, or priorities.
Someideas will fit; others may need adapting or settingaside. You can share
relevant parts with someone you trust, while keeping private details private.
Progress may look like one clearer number, one helpful conversation, or one
routine you can actually keep.

HOW THIS BOOK HANDLES EVIDENCE

This book is educational, not personal financial, investment, legal,
medical, mental-health, nursing, or behavioral advice. Its factual claims
are tied tonumbered sources in the text; those sources provide
information and findings, not guarantees about your circumstances.

lllustrative composite examples are fictional and are not evidence about
what will happen toyou; documented examples are limited towhat the
cited source reports. Rules and personal needs can differ, so verify
important details with reliable sources and qualified professionals when
appropriate. You remain the person best placed to decide what
matters in your life, and you can change your plan as you learn.
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CHAPTER 1

A Longer Life Is a New Kind of
Gift

A COMPOSITE EXAMPLE - NAMES AND DETAILS ARE ILLUST RATIVE
On a quiet Tuesday, Elena stands at the kitchen counter with a
cup of coffee and a page torn from a notebook. For years, she has
pictured retirement as a finish line: one last workday, a small
celebration, then an open stretch of time. Now sheis tryingto
picture the ordinary parts. Where will her mornings go? Which
bills will keep arriving? Who will she see when the workplace
conversations are gone? What might she be curious enough to
try?

The questions make her feel both hopeful and slightly foolish, as
if she should already have a complete answer. She does not. So
she writes down what she knows: she wants more time outdoors,
shevalues beinguseful, and sheneeds tounderstand her income
before making big decisions. The pageis not a forecast.It is a
beginning.

Retirement planning can sound like preparing for trouble. But
preparation can also makeroom for choice. You do not haveto
know exactly what every later year will bringto make thoughtful
decisions now. You can begin with the life you would like to build,
then leave space for the parts you cannot yet see.

Alonger horizonisareasonto prepare,not apromise

The phrase longer life can bring up two very different feelings. Oneis
possibility: more time todeepen a friendship, learn a skill, care for someone,
or make a change you once postponed. The other is uncertainty: more years
may alsomean more decisions about money, health, housing, and support.
You are allowed tofeel both. Being hopeful does not require pretending that
every year will be easy.
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A useful first step is toseparate what you know from what you imagine. You
may know what your current income is, what expenses arrive every month,
and which activities make an ordinary week feel worthwhile. You may not
know how long you will work, what your future health needs will be, or whether
your priorities will change. Planningis not a way to eliminate those unknowns.
[t is a way to notice them early enough to keep choices open.

One Social Security measure offers a helpful reminder about what a number
can and cannot tell us. The average age of retired-worker beneficiaries was
74.41n 2025, compared with 72.4 in 1960; the agency says that average has
changed little over time®. This is the average age of people receiving retired-
worker benefits, not a measure of how long people live or how long any one
person’s retirement will last. Still, it helps guard against treating retirement
as a single moment that happens at one standard age.

Alonger lifeis not a schedule. Your own path may include paid work,
caregiving, time away from work, or a gradual shift in responsibilities. Some
changes will be chosen; others will arrive without asking permission. The gift
is not certainty. It is the chance to keep askingwhat matters andtoshape
the parts of lifethat remain yours toshape.

Replace the finish line with a set of questions

Many people inherit a simple picture of retirement: work stops, leisure
begins, and the plan stays mostly the same. Real lifeis less tidy. You might
leave a job but continue working in another way. You might be ready for rest
before you are ready togive up the structure and company of work. You
might look forward to more freedom and still miss being needed at 9a.m. on
Monday.

Instead of asking only, “When will | retire?” try asking, “What dolwant my
days tocontain?’ That question has practical parts. What doyou want more
of: time with family, movement, quiet, learning, service, or a slower pace?
What doyou want less of: commuting, financial strain, work that drains you,
or a calendar packed too tightly? What parts of your current life are worth
carrying forward?

Then ask what those hopes require. A wish to spend more time with friends
may depend on location and transportation. A desire tovolunteer may
depend on energy, schedule, and access. More rest may require a financial
planthat makes reduced work possible. You are not tryingtoturn every hope
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intoa project. You are looking for the connections between the life you want
and the choices that could support it.

This way of planning makes room for revision. A plan can have a direction
without being a contract with your future self. You might decide toexplore a
new routine, then discover it does not suit you. That is useful information,
not a failed retirement. You can adjust the pace, try a different activity, or
return toa choice later. Treat the first version as a draft, not a verdict.

[t can help to make a small two-column list: “I want tokeep” and “I might
try.” In thefirst, include things that already give your week meaning, such as
a regular meal with someone or a role you value. In the second, put
possibilities that feel interesting but not compulsory. This lets you honor
what is already good while making room for what could be next.

Make room for both possibility and practical footing

Hope is easier towork with when it has a practical base. That does not mean
turning every good idea into a budget spreadsheet. It means noticing which
decisions depend on resources, and checking those resources before you rely
on them. If you hope to reduce work, for example, you may need to
understand how that affects income and benefits. If you want tomove, you
may need to compare housing costs and support nearby. The details
deserve care; the hope deserves a place in the conversation, too.

Social Security is one piece of that picture, not a complete retirement plan.
As of June 30, 2026, about 88 percent of people aged 65 and older were
receiving Social Security benefits; the estimate was about 94 percent for
people aged 75 and older?. Those figures describe how common benefits are
in those age groups. They donot tell you what your own benefit will be,
whether it will cover your essential expenses, or what claiming choice fits
your circumstances.

It is alsowise not toassumethat everyone feels equally prepared. In 2024,
67 percent of adults had assets specifically designated to produce incomein
retirement’. At the sametime, 35 percent of non-retirees thought their
retirement saving was on track®. These findings describe different
measures, not a verdict on any individual household. Having an account does
not automatically mean you feel secure; feeling uncertain does not mean you
have no options.
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[f money decisions feel complicated, start with information you can verify:
your expected sources of income, your essential expenses, and the
questions you still need answered. You can ask a qualified professional for
advice suited toyour situation. This chapter offers education, not
individualized financial advice. You are not behind simply because you do not
have a polished forecast today. A clearer next question is progress.

Finally, leave room for delight. A plan that only protects you from unwanted
outcomes can become a narrow plan. Include the small things that make an
ordinary week feel like yours: a walk, a shared meal, a project, a placetogo, or
an hour that belongs tonobody else. Those details are not decorative. They
help you describe what your planningis for.

RESEARCH SPOTLIGHT
Researchspotlight

Two Social Security figures help put retirement in perspective. The
average age of retired-worker beneficiaries was 74.4 in 2025, up from
72.4in1960; the agency notes that this average has changed little over
time®. Separately, about 88 percent of people aged 65 and older were
receiving benefits as of June 30, 20246, rising toabout 94 percent among

people aged 75 and older?. These figures show that Social Security is
widely received among older adults and describe the average age of
beneficiaries. They do not tell you how long you will live, how much you
personally will receive, or whether benefits alone will meet your needs.
Usethem as context, not as a forecast for your household. For personal
claiming or planning questions, check your own records and seek advice
suited toyour circumstances.

Alife example

A DOCUMENTED EXAMPLE

Arole that makes room for contribution

Experience Corps offers onedocumented example of a later-life possibility
rootedin contribution. The program was designed to create meaningful
roles for older adults while mesting needs in public elementary schools™. In
Baltimore, older volunteers served in schools for 156 hours a week in roles
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intended to support children’s academic outcomes andincrease
volunteers’ physical, cognitive, and social activity™.

A pilot evaluation randomly assigned older adults to Experience Corps or a
waiting-list control group”. At follow-up after four to eight months, 53
percent of participants reported being moreactivethan the previous year,
compared with 23 percent of controls. That result is encouraging, but it is
not a promisethat volunteering will havethe same effect for everyone. It
concerns a particular program anda pilot group; it does not tell us what
every volunteer will experience or establish that onekind of service suits
every person.

Thelarger idea is simple: retirement can create spacefor roles that are
different from paid work but still involve purpose and connection. Maybe a
school program fits you; maybeit does not. The useful question is whether
thereis a form of contribution that matches your interests, energy, and
circumstances. You can explorewithout needingtoturn a possibility into a
permanent commitment.

TRY THIS
Sketch the life you are preparing for

Set aside a little quiet time and make a first-draft picture of a
satisfying ordinary week; you can reviseit as your circumstances and
wishes change.

1. Write down three things you hope tohave more room for in later life.

2. List two parts of your current routine, work or otherwise, that you
would like to keep in some form.

3. Name one thingyou are unsure about, such as income, housing,
health, or how you will spend your time.

4. For that uncertainty, write one question you could answer by
checking a reliable source or talking with someone qualified.

5. Choose one low-stakes possibility toexplore, such as tryingan
activity, askingabout a volunteer role, or talking with someone whose
routine interests you.

6. Put a date on your calendar torevisit your notes. Treat what you
learn as a reason toadjust the draft, not as a test you have passed
or failed.
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Myths and honest truths

e Myth:If | plan well, | can predict what my retirement will look like. Truth:
Planning helps you prepare and preserve options; it cannot remove
uncertainty. A useful plan includes room to change.

e Myth: Retirement means stopping work and knowing exactly what comes
next. Truth: People’s transitions differ. You may stop paid work, continue
in a different form, or change your plans over time.

e Myth:If | feel uncertain, it is toolate to make a meaningful plan. Truth:

Uncertainty is a reason toidentify the next useful question, not proof that

you have nochoices. Start with what you know and build from there.

KEY TAKEAWAY S
e Alonger life can hold possibility and uncertainty at the sametime.

e Retirement is not a single age or a fixed script; your path can be
revised.

e Planning works best when practical needs and meaningful days are
both part of the picture.

e Broad statistics offer context, not a personal forecast.
e Small explorations can help you learn what kind of next chapter fits.
REFLECT

1. What would you like an ordinary week in later life to include?

2. Which part of your current life do you hope to keep, even if its form
changes?

3. What is one uncertainty you could turn into a clear question this
month?

The Long and Good Next Chapter - Free preview

13



KEEP READING

Nine more chapters are waiting

You've read the Introduction and Chapter 1. The full 92-page book continues
with:

CH.

CH.

CH.

CH.

CH.

CH.

CH.

CH.

CH.

2

10

Retirement Is More Than Leaving Work
Build a Floor Before a Forecast

Make Money Serve Your Days

Practice the Habits That Keep Life Wide
Belonging Is Part of the Plan

Design a Life That Fits Your Body

Try the Plan Before You Need It

Protect the Life You've Built

Keep Rewriting the Next Chapter

Plus the research analysis "What the Evidence Says”, a 30-day practice
plan, a glossary, and every source with full research credits.

JOIN FREE OR GO INSIDER

Join the free Reader's Circle at shadeddiemongruebooksgallery.com

toread the full book online, listen with Al readingmode in a man's or a
woman's voice, and download the PDF. Want every shelf? Reserve an
Insider membership.

The Long and Good Next Chapter - Free preview 14



SOURCES

Sources for these chapters

Numbers in thetext (like ®) point to thesesources. Every statistic, finding and docum ented

exam plewas copied from its source page, checked word for word againstthat pagein October 2026,
andis restated herein plain English. Figures can changeas sources update. This book is for
education andis not personal financial, legal, medical, mental-health, nursing, investmentor
other professional advice.

1

10

n

Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve System. Report on the Economic Well-Being of U.S.
Households in 2023 - May 2024. May 2024. https: //www.federalreserve.gov/publications/2024-econo
mic-well-being-of-us-households-in-2023-retirement-investments.htm

Social Security Administration. Fact Sheet on the Old-Age, Survivors, and Disability Insurance
Program. June 30, 2026. https: //www.ssa.gov/OACT/FACTS/

National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine. Dan G. Blazer, |, Susan Beane,
Cynthia M. Boyd, Linda BurnesBolton, George Demiris, Nancy J. Donovan, Robert Espinoza, Colleen
Galambos, Julianne Holt-Lunstad, JamesS. House, Kathleen McGarry, Jeanne Miranda, Laurie L.
Novak, Carla Perissinotto, Juliann G. Sebastian. Social Isolation and Loneliness in Older Adults:
Opportunities for the Health Care System. 2020. https: //www.nationalacademies.org/projects/HMD-
HSP-17-25

Social Security Administration. Program Explainer: Benefit Claiming Age. November 2019. https://
www.ssa.gov/policy/docs/program-explainers/benefit-claiming-age.html

Social Security Administration (SSA). Starting Your Retirement Benefits Early. https: //www.ssa.go
v/benefits/retirement/planner/agereduction.html

Centers forDisease Control and Prevention (CDC). Older Adult Activity: An Overview. Dec. 4,
2025. https: //www.cdc.gov/physical-activity-basics/guidelines/older-adults.html

The National Academies Press. Committee on the Health, Medical Dimensionsof Social Isolation,
Lonelinessin Older Adults. Social Isolation and Loneliness in Older Adults: Opportunities for the Health
Care System. 2020. https: //www.nationalacademies.org/read/25663/chapter/3

Social Security Administration. Fast Facts & Figures About Social Security, 2026. 2026. https. //ww
w.ssa.gov/policy/docs/chartbooks/fast_facts/2026/fast_facts26.html

Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve System. Report on the Economic Well-Being of U.S.
Households in 2024 - May 2025: Savings and Investments. May 2025. https: //www.federalreserve.gov/
publications/2025-economic-well-being-of-us-households-in-2024-savings-and-investments.htm

The National Archive of Computerized Data on Aging (NACDA). George W. Rebok, Michelle C.
Carlson. Overview of the Baltimore Experience Cornps® Trial. https: //cms.icpsr.umich.edu/sites/defaul
t/files/news/nacda_Experience%20Corps_FINAL.pdf

Johns Hopkins University. Erwin J. Tan, Qian Li Xue, TaoLi, Michelle C. Carlson, Linda P. Fried.
Volunteering: A physical activity intervention forolder adults - The experience Corps® program in
Baltimore. Sep 2006. https://pure.johnshopkins.edu/en/publications/volunteering-a-physical-activit
y-intervention-for-older-adults-th-6/

The Long and Good Next Chapter - Free preview 15


https://www.federalreserve.gov/publications/2024-economic-well-being-of-us-households-in-2023-retirement-investments.htm
https://www.federalreserve.gov/publications/2024-economic-well-being-of-us-households-in-2023-retirement-investments.htm
https://www.ssa.gov/OACT/FACTS/
https://www.nationalacademies.org/projects/HMD-HSP-17-25
https://www.nationalacademies.org/projects/HMD-HSP-17-25
https://www.ssa.gov/policy/docs/program-explainers/benefit-claiming-age.html
https://www.ssa.gov/policy/docs/program-explainers/benefit-claiming-age.html
https://www.ssa.gov/benefits/retirement/planner/agereduction.html
https://www.ssa.gov/benefits/retirement/planner/agereduction.html
https://www.cdc.gov/physical-activity-basics/guidelines/older-adults.html
https://www.nationalacademies.org/read/25663/chapter/3
https://www.ssa.gov/policy/docs/chartbooks/fast_facts/2026/fast_facts26.html
https://www.ssa.gov/policy/docs/chartbooks/fast_facts/2026/fast_facts26.html
https://www.federalreserve.gov/publications/2025-economic-well-being-of-us-households-in-2024-savings-and-investments.htm
https://www.federalreserve.gov/publications/2025-economic-well-being-of-us-households-in-2024-savings-and-investments.htm
https://cms.icpsr.umich.edu/sites/default/files/news/nacda_Experience%20Corps_FINAL.pdf
https://cms.icpsr.umich.edu/sites/default/files/news/nacda_Experience%20Corps_FINAL.pdf
https://pure.johnshopkins.edu/en/publications/volunteering-a-physical-activity-intervention-for-older-adults-th-6/
https://pure.johnshopkins.edu/en/publications/volunteering-a-physical-activity-intervention-for-older-adults-th-6/

