










©	2014	Stephen	R.	Swensen

All	rights	reserved.	No	part	of	this	publication	may	be	reproduced,	stored	in	a	retrieval	system,	or
transmitted	in	any	form	or	by	any	means	electronic,	mechanical,	photocopying,	recording	or	otherwise,
without	the	prior	written	permission	of	the	publisher.

Published	by
Last	Advisor
Clearfield,	Utah

Publisher’s	Cataloging-in-Publication	Data
Swensen,	Stephen	R.

Bucket	Bliss	:	a	little	story	about	a	big	retirement	idea.	-
Clearfield,	UT	:	Last	Advisor,	2014.

p.	;	cm.

ISBN13:	978-0-9860756-2-9

1.	Retirement	income—Planning.	2.	Finance,	Personal.
3.	Saving	and	investment.	I.	Title.

HG179.S94	2014
332.0240145—dc23

2014938710

FIRST	EDITION

Project	coordination	by	Jenkins	Group,	Inc.
www.BookPublishing.com

Interior	design	by	Brooke	Camfield

Printed	in	the	United	States	of	America
18				17				16				15				14			•			5				4				3				2				1

http://www.BookPublishing.com


To	my	dad	who	taught	me.
To	my	wife	who	taught	me	to	believe.
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FOREWORD

	

SEVERAL	TIMES	IN	OUR	life	we	encounter	truly	significant	decisions	that
will	 have	 long-term	 consequences.	 Such	 decisions	 include	 education,
marriage,	career,	family	and	the	like.	The	result	of	each	of	these	decisions	can
materially	 impact	 the	 structure	 of	 our	 life	 going	 forward—and	whether	we
will	 reach	 our	 goals	 and	 dreams.	 This	 book	 addresses	 one	 of	 those	 life-
changing	decisions,	namely	the	decision	to	step	aside	from	our	life’s	work	and
enter	 the	 phase	 of	 retirement.	 A	 forty-year	 career	 of	 teaching	 finance	 and
investments	has	provided	me	the	opportunity	to	study	and	watch	the	decision-
making	process	as	people	encounter	this	important	retirement	question.

Far	 and	away,	 the	most	pressing	worry	people	 face	when	contemplating
retirement	 revolves	 around	 the	 question,	 “Will	 I	 have	 enough	 money	 to
support	me	and	comfortably	do	 those	 things	 that	 I	have	dreamed	I	could	do
throughout	my	 retirement?”	 It	 requires	 a	major	 change	 in	 thinking	 to	move
from	 the	 long	 years	 of	 accumulation	 during	 a	 career,	 to	 the	 dissipation	 of
those	assets	in	support	of	our	“golden	years”	of	retirement.	Put	another	way:
“Will	 I	have	enough	money	to	support	my	needs	and	wants	for	 the	years	of
life	 I	 have	 remaining?”	 This	 is	 not	 a	 simple	 or	 trivial	 question.	 There	 are
many	variables	in	such	a	decision	that	are	highly	uncertain.	How	long	will	I
live?	What	do	I	desire	to	do	during	retirement?	How	will	the	markets	perform
during	those	years?	And	what	are	my	desires	to	leave	a	legacy	to	my	children
or	to	a	charity?

Compounding	 the	complexity	 is	 that	many	of	 the	decisions	 that	must	be
made	at	this	juncture	in	time	have	long-term	consequences,	and	some	are,	in
fact,	 irrevocable	 decisions.	 It’s	 been	 my	 experience	 that	 many	 bright	 and
capable	 people	 make	 these	 decisions	 with	 a	 lack	 of	 understanding	 of	 their



consequences.

This	 book	 represents	 a	 strategy	 for	 encountering	 and	 managing	 these
uncertainties.	My	son,	Stephen,	who	has	authored	this	book,	studied	finance
in	 college	 and	 began	 his	 career	 as	 an	 intern	 with	 a	 major	 life	 insurance
company.	Not	surprisingly	to	me,	he	was	one	of	the	top	half-dozen	producers
during	that	two-year	internship	and	has	now	been	working	for	nearly	twenty
years	helping	retirees	grapple	with	these	perplexing	problems.	We	have	been
working	 together	 for	 the	 last	 ten	years	or	 so,	 and	 the	book	you	are	holding
represents	the	planning	strategy	that	has	evolved	from	my	academic	input	and
from	 Stephen’s	 prodigious	 knowledge	 of	 the	 workings	 of	 today’s	 financial
products.	His	ability	to	manage	the	investment	risks,	the	longevity	risks,	and
the	market	risks,	as	well	as	ensuring	that	his	recommendations	represent	the
plans,	 needs,	 wants,	 and	 desires	 of	 the	 retiree.	 have	 made	 him	 a	 very
successful,	well-respected,	and	trusted	advisor.

I	think	you’ll	find	this	book	interesting.	During	my	studies	ofthis	topic,	I
came	 to	discover	 that	 the	 retirement	decision	 is	only	partly	dependent	upon
the	 level	 of	 financial	 assets.	 But	 you’ll	 find,	 as	 we	 have,	 that	 personality
characteristics,	emotional	underpinnings,	and	a	host	of	other	issues	may	very
well	 be	 as	 relevant	 to	 the	ultimate	decision	of	 retirement	 as	 is	 the	 financial
picture.	The	last	decade	has,	in	many	ways,	been	very	difficult	for	investors.
The	 market	 volatility	 and	 complexity	 has	 strained	 their	 confidence	 and
courage.	 Their	 corpus	 of	 assets	 is	 very	 important	 to	 them.	 It	 represents	 the
accumulation	of	their	entire	working	lifetime.	It	has	been	intended	to	see	them
comfortably	through	a	retirement	period	of	undetermined	length.	Through	the
thoughtful	 study	 of	 the	 concepts	 taught	 on	 these	 pages	 and	 the	 careful
implementation	of	your	retirement	income	plan,	you’ll	regain	confidence	and
courage	as	you	understand	the	implications	of	this	life-changing	decision	that
now	faces	you.

Well,	let’s	get	on	with	learning	the	Bucket	Bliss	Strategy.	The	story	of	the
book	is	based	on	a	real	event.	The	names	and	places	have	been	fictionalized
to	ensure	client	confidentiality.	But	the	principles	underlying	the	strategy	are
sound,	flexible,	and	easy	to	implement.	If	you	embrace	this	strategy	and	seek
out	a	qualified	advisor	 to	assist	you,	 the	newfound	confidence	you	feel	will
add	 a	 level	 a	 peace	 and	 security	 that	 will	 allow	 you	 to	 fully	 enjoy	 this
beautiful	time	of	life.

Philip	R.	Swensen,	Ph.D.

Professor	Emeritus,	Jon	M.	Huntsman	School	of	Business



1

TAKE	OFF



IF	YOU	SAY	SOMETHING	over	and	over	again,	whether	or	not	it’s	true,	or
universally	 applicable,	 over	 time,	 it	 tends	 to	 become	 thought	 of	 as	 true.	 It
becomes	conventional	wisdom.	But	 the	word	“wisdom”	can	be	a	misnomer.
Take,	 for	 example,	 “timing	 is	 everything,”	 “all	 the	 good	 things	 in	 life	 are
free,”	 “there	 are	 no	 guarantees	 in	 life,”	 “some	 people	 have	 all	 the	 luck”—
they’re	not	always	true.

Nor	is	it	true	that	401(k)s	and	IRAs	provide	the	predictability	and	security
that	pensions	do.

There	are	two	situations	in	which	predictability	and	its	link	to	security	are
particularly	important:	retirement	income	and	flying	an	airplane.

In	the	dark.

Without	electricity.

And	with	nowhere	to	land.

These	were	the	things	I	thought	about	at	13,000	feet,	and	let	me	tell	you,
height	lends	perspective.

*		*		*

It	was	a	cool	Saturday	morning	in	the	fall	of	2012.	I	stepped	outside	onto
my	front	porch	in	a	suburb	of	Salt	Lake	City,	Utah,	and	breathed	in	the	crisp
air	of	the	early	morning	as	I	looked	up	to	the	clear	blue	skies	above.	This,	I
said	to	myself,	was	a	perfect	day	for	flying.	Flying	was	something	that	was	in
my	blood.	I	reached	for	my	cell	phone	in	my	shirt	pocket	and	flipped	through
my	phone-	book.	Jane,	Howie,	and	Tom—my	clients,	my	friends.	They	would
enjoy	the	Aggie	game	this	afternoon.

We	met	at	the	small	general	aviation	airport	a	few	miles	outside	of	town
and	 loaded	 into	my	new	Cirrus	SR22,	a	sleek	 fiberglass	plane	with	smooth,
flowing	lines,	and	settled	in.	I	glanced	behind	me.

Tom	 Brown	 had	 combed-back	 dark	 hair	 with	 strands	 of	 gray	 and	 a
matching	mustache.	 A	 jazz	musician	 in	 his	 late	 sixties,	 he	 was	 retired	 and
loved	this	 time	in	his	 life.	He	and	his	wife,	Jen,	a	 retired	elementary	school
teacher,	were	international	travelers.

If	there	was	one	thing	that	made	Howie	Ronovich,	an	architect,	stand	out,
it	was	 his	 dare-devil	ways.	He	was	 one	 of	 those	 good-looking,	 charismatic
guys,	who	looked	young	for	his	age	at	 just	a	few	years	out	from	retirement.
His	 full	 head	 of	 prematurely	 gray	 hair	 was	 the	 only	 giveaway.	 Howie	 had
chased	 tornadoes.	 He’d	 climbed	 glaciers	 in	 Alaska.	 He’d	 paraglided	 and



parasailed,	 and	 he’d	 parachuted	 from	 airplanes.	 He	 was	 a	 thrill-seeker.
(Hence,	 his	 prematurely	 gray	 hair.)	When	 he	wasn’t	 getting	 his	 rush	 facing
danger,	he	was	drowning	in	coffee.	(I	think	you	get	the	picture.)

“Hey	 man,	 you’ve	 got	 to	 slow	 down,”	 I	 told	 him	 on	 many	 occasions.
“Don’t	go	looking	for	disaster.”	Apparently,	I	hadn’t	gotten	through.	He’d	just
gotten	home	from	a	hurricane	party	down	South.

Then	 there	was	 Jane	 Fagaro,	 a	 sociologist	whose	 strawberry	 blond	 hair
blended	with	white	bluffs	by	her	temples.	She	held	onto	her	seat	tightly.	Jane
had	not	wanted	 to	come	along,	not	after	 the	 flight	 that	had	changed	her	 life
some	forty	years	ago.

And	 there	 they	were.	Older,	successful	 in	 their	 fields,	all	having	made	a
single	decision	 that	 led	 them	here,	 all	 three	having	placed	 their	 trust	 in	me.
Their	futures	were	in	my	hands.

I	handled	Tom’s	retirement	funds	and	had	met	the	others	when	Tom	had
sent	them	to	me.	As	a	financial	advisor,	I’m	responsible	for	seeing	to	it	 that
all	of	the	years	of	hard	work	my	clients	had	put	in	during	their	careers	would
enable	them	to	live	out	their	dreams,	their	bucket	lists,	which	is	why	my	dad
and	I	came	up	with	the	Bucket	Bliss	Strategy.

Many	 people	 don’t	 like	 handling	 their	 own	 investments,	 but	 they	 know
their	 financial	 goals	 and	 they	want	 an	 understanding	 of	 how	 their	 financial
planner	 is	 going	 to	 go	 about	 reaching	 them.	 They	 don’t	 want	 to	 fly	 blind.
They	want	 to	 know	which	 instruments	 the	 financial	 planner,	 as	 their	 pilot,
suggests	 using	 and	 why,	 and	 they	 want	 to	 know	 that	 their	 flight	 will	 land
safely.

I	was	a	 sophomore	 in	college	when	 I	got	my	pilot’s	 license,	 and	 I	can’t
remember	a	time	that	I	didn’t	want	to	be	airborne.

Now	with	more	than	800	flight	hours	tucked	safely	under	my	belt,	I	taxied
out	to	the	runway	and	took	off	with	a	nice	tailwind	to	put	us	at	speeds	of	250
miles	per	hour,	10,0	feet	per	minute.	In	years	past,	I	would	have	just	followed
the	interstate	highway	below,	but	the	stock	market	had	performed	well,	and	as
my	 clients’	wealth	 grew,	 so	 did	mine.	Now	we	 sat	 comfortably	 in	 a	Cirrus
SR22	outfitted	with	the	latest	avionics	on	12-inch	screens,	an	autopilot,	which
recalculated	a	route	based	on	outside	conditions,	a	flight	management	system
with	GPS,	real-time	weather	and	conditions	along	the	way,	and	pictures	of	the
terrain,	 traffic,	 and	weather	 all	 superimposed	 onto	 the	 screen.	 It	was	 like	 a
video	 game,	 and	 I	 felt	 invincible.	Without	 all	 this	 equipment,	 I’d	 be	 flying
blind	in	the	dark.



We	were	in	the	air	headed	for	Fort	Collins,	Colorado.	I	could	relax.	It	was
an	easy	 trip.	 I	had	 flown	 it	 a	million	 times	 to	call	on	my	clients	 in	Denver.
And	 I	 had	 just	 had	 my	 plane	 serviced,	 twice,	 actually.	 It	 had	 had	 an
intermittent	 warning	 light	 indicating	 an	 alternator	 failure,	 which	 had	 been
traced	 to	a	 faulty	data	acquisition	unit	 that	gathers	all	 the	 information	about
the	 engine	 and	 electrical	 systems	 and	 feeds	 it	 to	 the	 flight	 displays.	 I	 had
worried	 because	 the	 alternator	 in	 an	 all-electric	 airplane	 is	 like	 wind	 to	 a
windmill.	 You	 really	 need	 it.	 Nothing	 to	 worry	 about,	 I	 was	 told	 by	 the
mechanic,	it	was	just	a	glitch.

The	 flight	 took	 about	 an	 hour	 and	 40	 minutes,	 thanks	 to	 the	 steady
tailwind.	Once	on	the	ground,	we	rented	a	car	and	headed	for	the	campus.

My	Utah	State	Aggies	were	playing	 the	Colorado	State	Rams.	Colorado
State	 University	 is	 set	 on	 emerald	 flatlands	 crowned	 by	 snowcapped
mountains	in	the	distance.	The	golden	yellows,	burnt	oranges,	and	ruby	reds
of	fall	were	like	jewels	on	royalty.	I	loved	being	at	college	football	games.	We
headed	to	the	stadium	and	settled	in	for	an	exciting	game.

Typically,	 after	 a	 game,	 I	 would	 go	 over	 every	 detail	 like	 a	 Monday
morning	 quarterback	 with	 anyone	 who	 would	 listen.	 But	 this	 game	 was
different,	because	what	I	remember	vividly	were	not	the	plays	of	the	day	on
the	football	field,	but	rather	the	strategies	of	the	night	at	13,0	feet.

When	the	game	ended,	Tom,	Howie,	and	Jane	wanted	to	get	a	quick	bite
to	 eat	 before	 taking	 off,	 and	 I	 agreed,	 despite	 the	 growing	 anxiety	 I	 was
feeling.	 I	wanted	 to	get	home.	 I	 looked	up	at	 the	sky.	The	weather	was	still
clear,	but	the	sun	was	sliding	down	behind	the	mountains.	I	didn’t	want	to	fly
in	 the	 dark.	 Your	 senses	 are	 different.	 Out	 here	 in	 the	West,	 there	 are	 few
cities	 to	 light	 the	 skies.	Stars	and	planets	can	 look	 like	oncoming	airplanes.
Without	being	able	to	see	the	horizon,	I	knew	I	could	easily	lose	track	of	what
was	up	and	what	was	down,	and	that	could	lead	to	disaster.	But	I	figured	I’d
rather	 not	 fly	on	 an	 empty	 stomach	 and	 reminded	myself	 that	 I	 had	bought
some	time	by	having	the	plane	refueled	while	we	were	at	the	game.	We’d	get
to	the	airport	and	be	back	on	the	ground	with	daylight	to	spare.

Assuming	everything	went	as	planned.

*		*		*

Assumptions	can	be	dangerous,	both	when	flying	at	night	and	in	the	stock
market.	 During	 the	 1990s	 and	 the	 earlier	 years	 of	 this	 decade,	 investors
assumed	the	market	would	go	up	and	up	and	up,	like	it	had	for	so	many	years,
but	on	September	29,	2008,	the	market	proved	them	wrong.	The	Dow	Jones



Industrial	Average	fell	777	points.	I	thought	about	my	dad	again.	He’d	retired
from	 the	 university	 we’d	 just	 watched	 win	 a	 football	 game,	 where	 he	 had
been	 a	 department	 head	 in	 the	 John	M.	Huntsman	School	 of	Business,	 and
came	to	work	with	me	at	my	firm	as	a	financial	planner.

“People	can’t	stand	that	kind	of	volatility,”	he	said	to	me.

Up	to	that	point	in	my	career,	I	hadn’t	witnessed	a	fall	like	that,	but,	not
surprisingly,	my	dad	was	right.	Clients	were	calling	and	telling	us	to	get	them
out	 of	 equities	 and	 into	 money	 markets	 or	 bonds.	 They	 were	 selling	 after
they’d	lost	a	big	chunk	of	their	portfolios.

“Equities	 are	 cheap	 now,”	 my	 dad	 said,	 hanging	 up	 the	 phone	 after
calming	another	client.

“Bonds	are	expensive,”	he	said.	“One	way	not	to	manage	your	money	is
to	sell	equities	when	they’re	cheap	and	buy	bonds	when	they’re	expensive.”

He	 was	 right.	 You	 can’t	 time	 the	 market.	 Oftentimes,	 it’s	 driven	 by
emotions,	and	you	cannot	assume	that	you	can	predict	what	other	people	will
do.

“Anyone	 who	 watches	 the	 market	 every	 day	 and	 thinks	 he	 or	 she	 has
superior	insight	into	it,	well,	that’s	a	recipe	for	disaster,”	he	said.

I	gave	him	a	thumbs	up,	while	I	was	on	the	phone	trying	to	calm	another
client.	Prevention	was	key,	both	on	the	ground	on	Wall	Street	and	in	the	air.

*		*		*

The	sun	was	sinking	in	the	sky	when	we	finally	arrived	at	the	airport,	but
the	weather	was	holding	up.	I	taxied	to	the	runway	and	went	quickly	through
the	proper	checks	before	takeoff.	I	was	anxious	to	get	home,	but	the	primary
flight	displays	were	 telling	me	 that	my	GPS	wasn’t	picking	up	 the	 satellite,
which	meant	 I	had	no	mapping	of	 the	roads,	cities,	airports	and	 terrain,	and
the	 autopilot	 was	 not	 able	 to	 perform	 calculations	 or	 provide	 position
information.	Maybe	 in	my	 haste	 I	 had	 booted	 up	 out	 of	 sequence.	 I	 taxied
back	 and	 restarted	 the	 system—this	 time	 paying	 close	 attention	 to	 the
sequence.	 I	 dismissed	 the	 intermittent	 alternator	 light,	which	 had	 turned	 on
again,	 because	 the	 mechanic	 had	 assured	 me	 there	 were	 no	 problems,	 and
continued	the	restart.	Still	no	GPS.	I	had	to	make	a	decision:	Drive	home	or
fly?	It	was	a	clear	night.	Worst	case,	I	could	radio	air	traffic	control	at	Denver
Center	after	I	was	airborne	and	have	them	track	me	just	like	I’d	done	before
GPS	was	common	equipment	in	small	airplanes.	I’d	follow	I-80.

Tom,	Howie,	and	Jane	were	busy	chatting	about	the	game.	Jane	had	a	new



confidence	 on	 her	 face.	 I	 muted	my	 headset	 so	 they	 couldn’t	 hear	me	 and
called	CTAF,	a	frequency	pilots	use	in	areas	that	don’t	have	a	tower,	to	alert
other	aircraft	in	the	area	that	I	was	planning	to	take	off.

There	 was	 no	 response,	 which	 was	 typical	 of	 a	 small	 airport	 in	 rural
America.	As	a	precaution,	I	examined	the	skies	above.	There	were	no	planes
in	the	traffic	pattern	approaching	the	airport,	so	I	applied	full	power	and	lifted
the	 nose	 of	 the	 plane	 into	 the	Western	 evening.	The	 ground	became	 square
lots	of	farms	divided	by	roads	as	we	climbed.	Fort	Collins	quickly	became	a
small	 spot	 in	 the	 distance.	The	 air	was	 smooth.	 I	was	 looking	 forward	 to	 a
comfortable	flight.

I	looked	at	my	screens.	Still	no	GPS.

With	no	GPS,	I	decided	to	call	Denver	Center	for	flight	following.	They
could	tell	me	my	altitude	and	position.	They	could	get	me	home.

But	 there	was	no	answer	at	Denver	Center,	 either.	Denver	Center	was	a
busy	 frequency.	 They	 didn’t	 close	 up	 at	 dusk	 like	 most	 controllers	 did	 at
smaller	airports.	I	ran	my	hands	through	my	hair	and	then	rubbed	my	eyes.	I
remembered	back	to	the	conversations	I	had	with	my	father	as	I	developed	the
software	that	would	later	become	the	cornerstone	of	how	we	create	retirement
income	plans	 for	our	clients.	The	 idea	was	 to	create	buckets	of	 investments
laid	 out	 over	 a	 twenty-to	 twenty-five-year	 period	 that	 would	 give	 clients
peace	of	mind,	or	“Bucket	Bliss.”

“We’ll	 have	 to	 have	 back-up	 plans,”	 Dad	 had	 said.	 We	 worked	 off	 of
worst	case	scenarios.

I	knew	back-up	plans	were	paramount	both	in	the	sky	and	on	the	ground
when	 I	 was	 dealing	 with	 clients’	 portfolios	 and	 a	 potentially	 volatile	 stock
market.	In	both	situations,	you	must	remain	calm	to	make	the	best	decisions.

We	 agreed	 that	 you	have	 to	 know	what	 things	 could	 look	 like	 and	how
you	will	survive.

Maybe	 you	 couldn’t	 control	 outside	 factors,	 but	 there	 were	 things	 you
could	control,	and	there	were	things	you	could	fix,	or	actions	you	could	take
to	prevent	catastrophe.	It’s	knee-jerk	reactions	that	will	get	you	into	trouble,
like	pulling	out	of	the	market	when	it’s	down,	or	assuming	it’s	going	to	go	up
forever.	 On	 the	 edge	 of	 retirement,	 many	 people	 want	 predictability.	 They
want	an	income	that	they	can	count	on.	After	all,	they’re	leaving	their	steady
paycheck	 behind.	 Together,	my	 father	 and	 I	 refined	 a	 strategy	 to	 guarantee
that	safety	net,	that	stream	of	income	retirees	need	to	be	able	to	count	on,	and
created	 software	 to	 customize	 it	 to	 each	 situation	 under	 various	 market



conditions.	This	strategy	would	keep	people	from	doing	precisely	the	wrong
thing	 at	 the	 wrong	 time.	 And	 knowing	 that	 each	 person’s	 situation	 was
different,	I	developed	software	that	significantly	reduced	the	preparation	time
and	 increased	 the	 relevance	 of	 their	 custom	 income	 plans	 to	 save	 their
financial	futures.

*		*		*

Now	my	mind	was	in	overdrive	working	out	calculations	as	I	thought	out
my	options	at	13,000	feet.

I	 surveyed	 the	 landscape.	Coming	up	was	Rock	Springs.	 I	was	 halfway
home.	 I	 looked	at	my	watch.	 It	had	 taken	almost	as	 long	 to	 fly	 there	as	 the
entire	trip	to	Colorado	had	taken.	Sure,	we’d	had	a	tailwind	on	the	way	to	the
game,	but	could	a	headwind	account	for	this	slowness?

I	 could	 see	 the	 airport	 beacon	 in	 the	 distance.	 It	 was	 dark	 and	 I	 was
becoming	increasingly	uncomfortable	with	the	flight.	I	tried	to	call	the	airport.
No	answer.	The	lights	inside	the	aircraft	began	to	dim.	I	clicked	my	mic	five
times	 to	 turn	 on	 the	 runway	 lights.	 Nothing.	 I	 needed	my	 communications
radio	to	power	on	the	runway	lights.	That’s	how	small	airports	work.

I	had	no	communications,	and	 the	 fading	cabin	 lights	suggested	 that	 the
new	 data	 acquisition	 unit	 wasn’t	 the	 fix	 I	 had	 been	 promised.	 I	 suddenly
realized	that	the	electrical	problem	hadn’t	been	a	faulty	data	acquisition	unit
—it	was	 the	 alternator—and	all	 of	 the	 electrical	 equipment	must	have	been
powered	by	the	onboard	batteries	during	the	flight	to	Fort	Collins,	and	those
batteries	were	running	out	of	juice.

I	 reached	 for	 my	 cell	 phone.	 Sometimes,	 over	 cities,	 I	 got	 reception.	 I
texted	my	friend,	a	pilot,	and	told	him	about	my	situation.	I	needed	him	to	call
the	 airport.	 I	 sent	 text	 after	 text	 and	 hoped	 they	 went	 through.	 “Delivery
Failure”	 was	 the	 only	 response	 I	 got.	 Now	 I	 knew	 I	 had	 no	 cell	 phone
reception.

I	devised	a	plan.	I	would	circle	the	airport	until	another	flight	came	in	and
turned	on	the	runway	lights.	I	had	fuel.	I’d	be	ready	to	land.	I	would	have	a
five-	or	ten-minute	window	of	opportunity.	Failure	was	not	an	option.	Still,	I
knew	 that	 timing	 wasn’t	 everything.	 There	 might	 not	 be	 any	 more	 planes
landing	tonight.

And	I	was	flying	blind	in	the	dark.
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WITH	 NO	 GPS	 PICKING	 up	 satellite	 and	 no	 position	 information,	 we
continued	on.	In	the	dark,	with	only	the	light	of	the	stars	and	moon	above	and
the	headlights	and	tail	lights	on	the	highway	below,	I	circled	the	small	airport
wondering	 what	 else	 could	 have	 gone	 wrong.	 What	 caused	 the
communication	and	GPS	failures?	Was	there	still	a	way	that	I	could	fix	it?	I
glanced	 over	 to	 my	 side	 and	 behind	 me	 to	 ensure	 my	 passengers	 were
engaged	in	conversation	and	then	reached	down	discreetly	to	check	the	circuit
breakers	and	make	sure	that	I	hadn’t	inadvertently	kicked	one	when	I	departed
the	plane	or	when	I	got	back	in.	But	I	found	nothing.

I	was	 grasping	 at	 straws,	 desperate	 to	 find	 an	 obvious	 reason,	 so	 that	 I
could	 fix	 it.	 In	 the	back	of	my	mind,	 I	 believed	 that	 I	would	get	 this	 plane
down	on	the	ground	safely.	I	just	wanted	to	do	it	without	scaring	the	wits	out
of	my	passengers.	I	was	particularly	concerned	about	Jane.	This	was	supposed
to	be	the	flight	that	would	open	her	world	back	up.	I	didn’t	want	her	grounded
in	retirement.

Of	course,	I	knew	there	was	a	chance	that	things	might	not	go	right,	but	I
was	doing	everything	in	my	power	to	reduce	that	risk.	Howie	and	Jane	may
not	have	 trusted	me	yet	 to	 invest	 their	 retirement	portfolios	 in	 the	strategy	I
called	Bucket	Bliss,	but	they	had	trusted	me	with	their	lives.

My	mind	continued	to	grapple	with	what	had	happened	when	suddenly	it
dawned	on	me.	I	had	given	 the	airport	 instructions	 to	refuel	 the	plane	while
we	were	at	 the	game,	so	that	 the	plane	would	be	ready	for	 takeoff	when	we
got	back.	When	you	refuel	an	airplane,	static	electrical	charges	can	build	up.
To	discharge	these	build	ups,	workers	will	normally	use	a	static	discharge	reel
and	clip	it	to	the	airplane.	This	provides	grounding	to	prevent	static	electricity
build.	 If	 an	 aircraft	 is	 fueled	 without	 taking	 this	 precaution,	 a	 spark	 could
cause	a	fire	or	explosion.	Thankfully,	that	didn’t	happen.	But	an	aircraft	could
also	experience	radio	and	navigation	difficulties	due	to	static	discharges.	That
is	what	appeared	to	be	happening.	They	didn’t	properly	ground	the	airplane,
and	there	was	nothing	I	could	do	about	it	now.

I	 thought	 of	 my	 three	 passengers.	 I	 remembered	 back	 to	 our	 early
meetings.

I	glanced	over	at	Jane	to	my	right.	I	smiled	at	her.	She	looked	at	me,	gave
me	a	nervous	smile,	and	then	looked	away	and	continued	to	engage	herself	in
conversation	with	the	other	two.	Her	relaxed	demeanor	at	the	game	was	once
again	replaced	with	nerves.	She	had	been	anxious	upon	our	first	visit.

Money	is	a	feeling.	Money	means	different	things	to	different	people.	For



many	people,	it	represents	happiness	and	joy,	to	some	people	it	brings	power,
others	 control,	 and	 to	 other	 people	 it	 brings	 on	 fear	 and	 anxiety,	 like	 it	 did
with	Jane.	It	often	depends	on	whether	there’s	scarcity	or	abundance	attached
to	 it.	 Sometimes,	 scarcity	 or	 abundance	 is	 a	 perception,	 not	 a	 reality.
Sometimes,	 people	 with	 wealth	 don’t	 understand	 buying	 power,	 and
sometimes	people	don’t	understand	the	risks	of	overspending.	It’s	my	job	to
listen	for	the	emotion	around	money	in	order	to	get	them	to	their	destination
in	retirement.

I	had	a	good	flight	plan	for	them.	Each	of	them	had	a	different	destination,
and	I	could	tailor	my	strategy	to	get	them	safely	to	where	they	wanted	to	go.	I
had	the	skills	and	expertise	to	get	them	there,	just	as	I	did	as	a	pilot.	I	knew
that	 it	may	not	be	clear	sailing	 the	whole	way,	but	 I	knew	I	could	get	 them
through	whatever	storms	there	might	be	on	the	horizon.	They	just	had	to	trust
me,	like	they	were	doing	now.

When	they	walk	into	my	office,	people	take	notice	of	the	reception	desk
in	 the	 lobby.	 It’s	 made	 from	 the	 rudder	 of	 a	 B-25	 bomber.	 That	 was	 the
bomber	that	 the	U.S.	military	flew	off	aircraft	carriers	 into	Japan	after	Pearl
Harbor.	It	 is	my	favorite	airplane.	Not	only	is	 it	beautiful,	but	 it	saved	us	in
those	days	and	months	immediately	following	Pearl	Harbor.	On	the	end	table
next	to	the	seating	is	a	single	blade	of	a	propeller,	polished	to	a	mirror	finish,
that	stands	probably	three	or	four	feet	high.	That	is	where	I	met	Jane.

We	greeted	each	other,	and	then	I	led	her	around	the	corner	from	the	lobby
and	 down	 the	 hall,	 where	 there’s	 one	 of	 the	 inspection	 panels	 from	 the
cowling,	the	removable	cover	of	the	aircraft	engine,	of	that	same	airplane,	the
B-25	bomber.	It’s	also	polished	to	a	mirror	finish,	and	it	almost	 looks	like	a
mirror	hanging	on	the	wall	above	the	table.

We	walked	into	my	office.	My	desk	is	the	rudder	of	a	Lockheed	Electra.
That’s	the	airplane	that	Amelia	Earhart	attempted	to	fly	around	the	world	in	in
1937.	That’s	what	it’s	known	for.	On	the	wall	is	a	three-window	section	from
an	old	707	airliner,	which	is	polished	to	a	mirror	finish,	too.

When	people	walk	into	my	office,	whether	it’s	the	furniture	or	the	black-
and-white	prints	of	World	War	II	aviation	that	they	see,	they	know	that	I	am
passionate	about	something.	It	just	so	happens	it’s	aviation.

It’s	efficient,	it’s	understandable,	it’s	simple,	and	it’s	comprehensive,	just
like	the	Bucket	Bliss	retirement	strategy.	But	how	was	I	going	to	convince	a
woman	who	feared	flying	to	come	aboard?
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I	GESTURED	TO	AN	empty	chair	and	said	to	Jane,	“Please,	take	a	seat.”	I
held	my	tie	and	unbuttoned	my	suit	coat	as	I	sat	down	at	my	desk.

Jane	was	impeccably	dressed	in	a	tailored	suit.	She	sat	neatly	tucked	into
her	chair,	her	small	purse	now	sitting	on	her	lap.

“Well,	 this	 is	quite	an	office.	What	got	you	interested	 in	aviation?”	Jane
asked,	crossing	her	legs.

“I	guess	it	was	my	dad,”	I	said.	“He’s	also	a	pilot.	He	builds	small	aircraft
like	kids	build	model	planes—for	fun,”	I	said.

“Oh,”	 she	 said	 as	 she	 shifted	 uncomfortably	 in	 her	 seat.	 I	 decided	 to
change	subjects.

“Let	 me	 tell	 you	 a	 little	 bit	 about	 myself.	 My	 father	 was	 a	 university
professor	 in	 finance	and	 investments,”	 I	 said.	 “It	 always	 seemed	 to	become
the	conversation	around	the	dinner	table,	so	I	knew	from	a	young	age	that	I
had	 an	 interest	 in	 investments.	When	 I	 got	 to	 college,	 I	 did,	 in	 fact,	 study
finance	and	marketing,	and	I	even	took	an	investment	class	from	my	dad,	in
which	I	got	a	B.”

We	both	chuckled	at	that.

I	 continued	 on.	 “Anyhow,	 I	 graduated	 from	 college	 in	 1996	 and	 began
working	 fulltime	 with	 a	 life	 insurance	 company.	 But	 the	 answer	 to	 every
investment	 question	when	 you’re	 working	 for	 a	 life	 insurance	 company	 is,
‘Buy	more	life	insurance.’	So	after	a	while,	I	scratched	my	head	and	said,	‘I
really	 think	 the	 answer	 to	 these	 questions	 is	 best	 addressed	 by	 not	 just	 one
product	 but	 by	 a	 strategy	 that	 can	 use	 several	 products.’	And	 that’s	when	 I
really	began	my	quest	 to	become	an	expert	 in	the	area	of	retirement	income
planning.	So,	 I’ve	 spent	 the	 last	 fifteen	years	providing	 retirement	 solutions
and	quieting	worries.”

“Yes,	of	course,	that’s	why	I’m	here,”	she	said.

“Is	 it	 okay	 if	 I	 take	 a	 few	 notes	 here,	 so	 I	 can	 make	 sure	 that	 I	 get
everything	straight?”	I	asked	her	before	getting	started.

“Yes,	sure,”	she	said.

“Okay	then,	tell	me	about	yourself.	Where	were	you	raised?	What	do	you
do	professionally?	What	do	you	like	to	do	in	your	time	off?”	I	asked.

“Well,	that’s	a	lot	to	tell,”	she	said.

“Okay,	start	with	where	you	grew	up,”	I	said.



“Okay,	I	grew	up	in	Ohio,	outside	of	Dayton,	the	birthplace	of	aviation,”
she	chuckled.

I	gave	a	little	laugh.

“Have	you	been	to	Dayton?”	she	asked.

“No,”	 I	 said,	 “but	 I’ve	 been	 to	 Kitty	 Hawk,	 North	 Carolina.	 That	 was
something,	seeing	what	 the	Wright	brothers	did	with	such	meager	 tools	and
equipment.	It	was	just	amazing!”

“I	imagine	it	would	be,	especially	for	an	aviator,”	she	said.

“So,	tell	me	about	growing	up	in	Dayton,”	I	said.

“My	father	was	a	farmer.	We	grew	corn,”	she	said.

“What	was	it	like	growing	up	on	a	farm?”	I	asked.

“Well,	 needless	 to	 say,	we	 got	 up	 before	 dawn.	 It	was	my	 job,	 even	 as
young	 child,	 to	 help	make	 breakfast.	 I’d	 go	 out	 to	 the	 barn	 and	 collect	 the
eggs,	 then	 I	would	 bring	 them	 inside	 and	 help	my	mother	 fry	 them	up.	By
then	she	would	have	cut	up	some	potatoes	and	thrown	them	in	the	pan	for	a
breakfast	hash,”	she	said.

“Did	you	grow	the	potatoes,	too?”	I	asked.

“Yes,	we	had	a	little	garden	for	the	family,”	she	said.

“How	many	kids	were	in	your	family?”	I	asked.

“There	are	three	of	us,”	she	said.	“I’m	the	oldest.”

“Did	you	have	the	most	chores,	responsibilities?”	I	asked.

“Well,	I	think	that	comes	with	being	the	oldest	child,”	she	said,	smiling.

“Yes,”	I	said.	“I	think	you’re	right	about	that.”

“Was	the	farm	financially	successful?”	I	asked.

“Not	 really.	We	 didn’t	 have	 a	 lot	 of	money.	 I	mean,	 it	 provided	 for	 us,
mostly	the	essentials,	but	we	didn’t	have	many	luxuries,”	she	said.

“How	did	that	affect	you?”	I	asked.

“It	was	hard,	mostly	at	school,	because,	as	you	can	imagine,	I	didn’t	have
a	 lot	 of	 clothes,	 and	none	were	 all	 that	 fashionable,”	 she	 said.	 “School	was
hard	that	way.”

“Sorry	to	hear	that,”	I	said.



“Oh,	 that’s	 okay,	 it	 was	 a	 long	 time	 ago,”	 she	 said,	 waving	 off	 my
concern.

“Yeah,	 I	 know,	 but,	 you	 know,	 those	 things	 sometimes	 have	 a	 way	 of
continuing	to	haunt	you,”	I	said.	“Are	you	married?”	I	asked.

“Yes,	for	forty	years,”	she	said.

“Nice!	What	does	your	husband	do	for	a	living?”	I	asked.

“He’s	a	business	instructor	at	the	community	college,”	she	said.

“Do	you	have	any	children	and	grandchildren?”	I	asked.

“Yes,	we	have	three	children	and	six	grandchildren,”	she	said.

“Do	they	live	nearby?”	I	asked.

“Yes,	they	do,”	she	said.

“What	about	your	job?	What	do	you	do	career-wise?”	I	asked.

“I’m	a	student	of	human	behavior.	Specifically,	I’m	a	consumer	behavior
analyst,”	she	said.

“What	got	you	interested	in	that?”	I	asked.

“I	guess	I	just	wanted	to	understand	why	people	behave	as	they	do,”	she
said.	“Some	behaviors	just	didn’t	make	sense,”	she	said.

“Do	they	make	sense	to	you	now?”	I	asked.

“Many	 purchasing	 behaviors	 do	 make	 sense	 in	 the	 context	 of
commercialism,	brands	and	the	creation	of	motivations,”	she	said.

“And	outside	of	that	situation?”	I	asked.

“Not	 always,”	 she	 said.	 “I	 suppose	 it	 all	 boils	 down	 to	motivation,	 but
what	 motivates	 people	 when	 it	 comes	 to	 the	 stock	 market	 is	 something	 I
haven’t	been	able	to	figure	out.”

“Well,	 join	 the	 club,”	 I	 said	 laughing.	 “But	 that	 doesn’t	mean	 that	 you
can’t	profit	from	it.”

“I	 really	 favor	 safety,”	 she	 said.	 “I	want	 a	 sure	 bet.	 I	want	 something	 I
know	I	can	count	on.	I	want	a	guarantee.	I’m	comfortable	putting	my	money
into	CDs	and	money	markets.	I	have	everything	in	CDs	right	now.	I	want	to
do	some	laddering.”

“I	gotcha,”	I	said.	“How	much	money	are	you	working	with?”

“My	 goal	 is	 $1.2	million,”	 she	 said.	 “I	 had	 this	 idea	 back	 in	 the	 1990s



when	interest	rates	were	at	10	percent.	I	wanted	to	place	a	little	over	$100,000
in	 twelve	one-year	CDs.	Each	month	one	would	mature	and	 I’d	have	about
$10,000	in	interest	from	it.	I	want	to	do	something	like	that.”

“So,	how	much	do	you	need	 to	 live	a	really	happy	life	 in	retirement?”	I
asked.

“Our	 expenses	 come	 to	 about	 $80,000	 a	 year,	 so	 about	 $50,000	 after
subtracting	what	we’ll	get	from	Social	Security,”	she	said.

“Laddering	 with	 CDs	 and	 the	 like	 isn’t	 going	 to	 work.	 This	 isn’t	 the
1990s.	 Interest	 rates	 are	 barely	measurable,”	 I	 said.	 “Look	 at	 it	 this	way,	 if
you	had	$1million	in	savings	back	in	the	1990s,	a	5%	interest	rate	would	have
gotten	 you	 $50,000	 a	 year.	 A	 10%	 interest	 rate	 would	 have	 brought	 in
$100,000	a	year.	But	 in	our	current	environment,	where	you’re	 lucky	if	you
get	1/2%,	you’ll	get	just	$5,000	a	year	on	that	million	dollars.	You	can’t	live
off	of	that.”

I	understood	where	she	was	coming	from.	People	like	stability.	They	want
to	 know	 that	 their	money	will	 be	 there	 next	month	 like	 it	 was	 this	month.
They	want	 peace.	 They	want	 comfort.	 They	want	 confidence.	 They	 do	 not
want	 to	 have	 to	 worry.	 But	 unless	 I	 am	 realistic	 as	 an	 advisor	 in	 making
recommendations,	not	only	will	my	clients	worry,	but	I’ll	worry,	as	well.	The
Bucket	Bliss	Strategy	would	work	for	her,	if	I	could	convince	her.

“You	 told	 me	 your	 current	 expenses,	 but	 you	 may	 have	 additional
expenses	in	retirement.	What	do	you	want	to	do	in	your	retirement?	Do	you
want	to	travel?”	I	asked.

“I	only	travel	locally,	wherever	I	can	go	by	car,”	she	said.

“You	don’t	fly?	Why	is	that?”	I	asked.

She	 looked	 down	 and	 spoke	 quietly.	 “My	 father	 flew	 a	 crop	 duster.	 It
wasn’t	 well	 maintained.	 He	 went	 down	 in	 a	 field	 one	 afternoon	 while	 we
watched.	He	survived,	but	lost	his	legs.	We	did	all	we	could,	my	mother	and
all	the	kids,	but	in	the	end,	we	lost	the	farm.”
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HOWIE	STOOD	STARING	AT	the	rudder	of	a	B-25	bomber	in	the	lobby	of
my	office.	He	wore	blue	jeans,	a	pressed	white	Oxford	shirt,	and	a	burgundy
tie.	He	swept	his	hand	through	his	thick,	prematurely	gray	hair	as	he	looked
over	at	me	when	I	came	into	the	lobby.

“Saved	our	ass	after	Pearl	Harbor.	Ever	fly	one	of	these	things?”	he	asked.

“Only	 in	 my	 dreams.”	 I	 said,	 holding	 out	 my	 hand	 to	 greet	 him.	 “I’m
Steve.”

“Howie,”	he	said,	extending	his.	“Flew	in	the	back	seat	of	an	F-14	Tomcat
back	in	my	Navy	days.	Short	stint,	short	flight,	but	it	was	magnificent.”

“Must	have	been,	must	have	been,”	I	said.	“Come	on,	let	me	take	you	to
my	office.”

I	led	him	around	the	corner	and	out	of	the	lobby,	passing	the	cowling	from
that	same	airplane.

“Cool,”	he	said,	looking	at	it.

We	 walked	 into	 my	 office	 and	 he	 looked	 at	 my	 desk,	 a	 rudder	 of	 a
Lockheed	Electra.

“This	is	something,”	he	said.	“I	heard	you’re	an	aviation	nut.”

“You	heard	right,”	I	said,	smiling.

He	looked	over	at	 the	wall	at	 the	 three-window	section	from	an	old	707
airliner	before	taking	a	seat.

“You	fly?”	he	asked.

“Yes.	You?”	I	asked.

“I	jump,”	he	said.

“Really?”	I	said.

“Yup.	How	did	you	get	into	it?”	he	asked.

“My	 dad’s	 a	 pilot.	 You’d	 like	 him.	 He’s	 a	 bit	 of	 a	 daredevil,	 too.	 His
favorite	 thing	to	do	is	 to	camp	the	back	woods	of	Idaho.	He’ll	fly	down	the
middle	fork	of	the	Salmon	River	at	50	feet	as	he	navigates	the	canyon.	He’s
something	else,”	I	said.

“Cool,	I’d	like	to	ride	with	him	one	day,”	he	said.

“I’ll	bet	he’d	take	you.	He	works	here	with	me.	I’d	introduce	you	two,	but
he’s	out	on	a	client	meeting	in	Wyoming,”	I	said.



“He	flies	to	client	meetings?”	he	asked.

“We	both	do,”	I	said.	“We	love	to	fly.	Client	meetings	are	as	good	of	an
excuse	 as	 any,”	 I	 chuckled.	 “So,	 what	 else	 do	 you	 like	 to	 do?”	 I	 asked,
reaching	for	my	folder.	I	looked	up	at	him.	“Is	it	okay	if	I	take	notes	here,	so	I
can	make	sure	that	I	get	everything	right?”

“Sure,	go	ahead,”	he	said.

“Okay,	now	I’m	ready.	So,	what	else	do	you	like	to	do	for	recreation?”	I
asked.

“Mountain	 climbing,	 mountain	 biking,	 glacier	 climbing,	 parasailing,
parachuting,	…	I	also	chase	tornadoes,”	he	said.

“What	got	you	into	all	that	stuff?”	I	asked.

“I	 don’t	 know,	 it’s	 just	 in	 my	 blood,	 I	 guess,”	 he	 said.	 “I	 grew	 up	 in
Colorado,	and	it’s	just	the	stuff	my	friends	and	I	got	into.”

“What	do	you	do	for	a	living?”	I	asked.

“I’m	an	architect,”	he	said.

“Quite	a	contrast,”	I	said.

“Yeah,	well,	you	got	to	earn	a	living,”	he	said.

“Are	you	married?”	I	asked.

“Divorced,”	he	said.

“Any	kids?”	I	asked.

“Yes,	four.	They’re	all	grown	up	now.	Just	waiting	on	grandkids!”

“So,	how	do	you	plan	on	spending	your	retirement?”	I	asked.

“Doing	the	same	stuff	I	do	now,	only	more	of	it,”	he	said.

I	sat	forward	in	my	chair.	“How	much	money	do	you	need	to	be	happy	in
retirement?”	I	asked.

“I	think	about	$100,000	a	year,”	he	said.

“So,	 how	 much	 money	 have	 you	 saved	 for	 retirement	 to	 make	 that
possible?”	I	asked.

“I	plan	to	have	somewhere	around	a	million	after	I	sell	my	business,”	he
said.

“Alright,	we	can	use	my	strategy,	Bucket	Bliss,	but	we’d	have	to	be	very



aggressive	in	the	long-term	investment	buckets,”	I	said.

“Well,	what	I	really	want	 to	do	is	day	trade,”	he	said.	“I	want	your	help
with	that.”

“That’s	dangerous	stuff.	I’m	not	your	man	for	that,”	I	said.	“You	could	go
from	riches	to	rags,	from	having	a	golden	nest	egg	to	a	rotten	egg.	That’ll	take
the	wind	right	out	of	your	sails.”

“I	have	a	good	sense	of	timing,”	he	said.

“A	lot	of	people	think	that,”	I	said,	“but	data	shows	that	typically	investors
end	up	buying	stock	when	prices	are	high	and	bailing	out	when	prices	are	low.
They	 lose	 a	 lot	 of	 money	 that	 way.	 They’d	 have	 benefitted	 by	 having	 a
financial	 advisor	 guide	 them.	 Have	 you	 ever	 thought	 about	 professional
money	management?”

“No,	not	for	me,”	Howie	said.

“Think	about	this,	if	a	money	manager	were	able	to	squeeze	an	extra	0.76
percentage	points	of	performance	out	of	your	portfolio	 after	 their	 expenses,
and	 that’s	a	 small	percentage,	and	you	 invest	$100,000	 for	 thirty	years,	and
let’s	 say	 you	 get	 a	 5%	 annual	 rate	 of	 return	 and	 the	 money	 manager	 gets
5.76%,	 you’ll	 end	 up	 with	 $432,000	 when	 you	 could	 have	 had	 $537,000.
Which	would	you	rather	have?	”

“I’d	 rather	 have	 the	money,	 but	 I	 think	 that	 I	 can	 do	 it.	 And	 I	 like	 the
excitement	of	it	all,”	he	said.

We	talked	for	another	hour.	Howie	never	seemed	to	be	able	to	get	enough
excitement	in	life.	He	lived	for	that	adrenaline	rush.	Sitting	by	the	swimming
pool	soaking	up	the	sun	wasn’t	for	him.	However,	Howie	didn’t	see	the	other
side	of	risk.	He	had	never	had	a	close	call,	or	at	least	not	one	that	had	set	him
straight.	His	retirement	had	been	invested	in	the	tech	run	of	the	1990s,	then	he
dumped	the	entire	load	into	his	own	company,	after	leaving	a	secure	job.

*		*		*

Thinking	back	on	my	first	meeting	with	Howie,	I	smiled.	The	irony	of	our
current	 situation	 was	 not	 lost	 on	 me.	 I	 looked	 back	 at	 Howie	 as	 I	 tried
desperately	 to	 figure	 out	 how	 to	 land	 the	 plane.	Not	 a	 care	 in	 the	world.	 I
wondered	how	he	would	have	felt	had	he	known	we	were	13,000	feet	in	the
air	waiting	for	another	airplane	that	might	never	come.
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AS	MUCH	TIME	AS	 I	 spent	with	Howie,	 I	couldn’t	 figure	out	his	craving
for	risk.

We	had	met	for	dinner	one	night	not	too	long	ago.	“I’m	thinking	of	selling
the	business,	Steve,”	he	said,	“but	it’ll	take	some	time.”

“Alright,	then.	Let’s	get	your	ducks	in	a	row,”	I	said,	ignoring	all	the	times
he	had	told	me	that	he	wanted	to	become	a	trader.	“Here’s	what	I	suggest	…	”

“You	know	what	I	want	to	do,”	he	said.	He	pulled	out	a	thick	folder	from
his	 briefcase	 and	 laid	 it	 on	 the	 table.	 “These	 are	 my	 trades	 from	 2002	 to
2007.”

“What	about	2008	to	2012?”	I	asked.

“I	had	sunk	everything	into	my	business,”	he	said.

“I	 know,	 but	 if	 you	 had	 been	 in	 the	market	 during	 that	 time,	 and	 had	 a
winning	portfolio,	then	I’d	be	a	little	more	impressed.	I	was	hoping	you’d	see
the	light,”	I	said.

Howie	ignored	me.	“You	know	where	I	just	got	back	from?”	he	asked	me.

“Volcano	climbing?	Whitewater	rafting	down	Niagara	Falls?”	I	asked.

Unfazed,	he	said,	“Guess	again.”

“Don’t	 tell	 me	 you	 were	 surfing	 those	 baby	 waves	 in	 Hawaii,”	 I	 said
jokingly.

“No,”	he	said.	“You’re	not	very	good	at	this	game.”	“Go	ahead,	lay	it	out
on	the	table,”	I	said.	“Where	were	you?”

“Playing	 the	 slots,”	 he	 said.	 “I	 walked	 away	 with	 ten	 times	 more	 than
what	I	started	with.”

“Well,	 the	 market	 isn’t	 programmed	 to	 whet	 your	 appetite,”	 I	 said.
“Trading	stocks	isn’t	recreational	fun	when	your	retirement’s	on	the	line.”

“How	hard	could	it	be	to	beat	the	market?”	he	asked.	“I	was	a	winner	in
the	’90s.”

“Everyone	 was	 a	 winner	 in	 the	 ’90s,”	 I	 said,	 “but	 to	 be	 a	 long-term
winner,	now	that’s	something	else.”

He	waved	me	away.

It’s	 true,	 the	 1990s	 were	 marked	 by	 a	 bull	 run	 that	 was	 almost
unprecedented.	 The	 Dow	 Jones	 opened	 on	 January	 I,	 1990,	 at	 2,753	 and



closed	 on	 December	 31,	 1999,	 at	 II,	 497.	 This	 was	 the	 decade	 when	 tech
companies	 and	 the	 Internet	 really	 started	 to	 take	 hold.	 Interestingly,	 the
historical	price-to-earnings	ratio	on	the	S&P	500	is	about	12	to	14,	but	it	was
not	uncommon	in	the	1990s	to	see	tech	startups	with	P/E	ratios	of	over	200,
and	 even	 companies	 that	 didn’t	 have	P/E	 ratios	 at	 all,	 because	 they	 had	 no
earnings,	 yet	 they	were	 driving	 the	 stock	market,	 and	 people	 could	 not	 put
enough	money	into	those	things.	Almost	everyone	was	a	believer.

“People	threw	caution	to	the	wind	and	forgot	about	all	of	the	fundamental
measuring	sticks	of	the	market	during	the	1990s,”	I	said.

He	waved	me	off	again.	“Look,	I	got	out,”	he	said.

It	was	going	to	be	a	challenge	to	make	him	understand.

“Not	 because	 you	 can	 predict	 the	 future,”	 I	 reminded	 him.	 “It	 just	 so
happened	that	you	decided	to	go	off	on	your	own	at	that	point	in	time.”

“There	will	be	other	runs,”	he	said.

“And	other	downturns,”	I	pointed	out	to	him.	“Investors	got	crushed.	It’s
hard	to	stick	around	when	your	money	is	blowing	out	the	window.	Howie,	I
want	to	believe	in	you,	I	really	do,	but	you	need	to	see	reality.	What	are	the
chances	that	you	are	going	to	invest	in	the	market	during	the	times	when	other
investors	 are	bailing	out	 in	 sheer	 terror?	 I’m	 telling	you,	 it’s	 not	 likely	 that
you’ll	be	dumping	your	entire	pot	of	gold	into	a	tsunami.	Yet,	when	you	look
back	 over	 the	 twenty	 best	 days	 of	market	 performance,	 seventeen	 of	 those
days	happened	during	the	Great	Depression,	one	of	those	days	occurred	just	a
few	days	after	the	crash	of	1987,	and	two	of	those	days	happened	during	the
deep,	dark	depths	of	the	financial	crisis	of	2008,”	I	said.	“Now,	if	you	missed
those	days	 in	 the	 stock	market,	you	would	have	missed	out	on	 those	 stellar
gains.	That’s	what’s	good	about	Bucket	Bliss.	 It	 gives	you	 the	discipline	 to
stay	 in	 the	 market,	 because	 you	 know	 you	 won’t	 have	 to	 use	 that	 money,
which	is	swinging	up	and	down	with	the	market,	for	another	fifteen	or	twenty
years.	 The	 run	 on	 tech	 stocks	 and	 Internet-based	 companies	 came	 back
around	to	bite	us	from	2000	to	2002.	The	tech	bubble	burst,	we	had	9/11	and
the	 terrorist	 attacks,	 and	we	went	 to	war.	We	also	had	 companies	 like	MCI
WorldCom	 and	 Enron	 going	 broke	 and	 large	 accounting	 firms	 like	 Arthur
Anderson	 that	 lost	 credibility	 as	 a	 result	 of	 their	 roles	 in	 those	 accounting
scandals.	That	 turbulent	 time	 followed	 that	almost	unprecedented	 run	 in	 the
market.”

“I	bet	I	could	have	picked	a	few	winners,”	he	said.

I	opened	my	 laptop	and	pulled	up	 some	numbers.	 “Howie,”	 I	 said,	 “the



1990s	Dow	closed	at	11,497.	Think	back	on	 the	 terrorist	attacks	on	9/11	…
the	day	before	the	terrorist	attacks,	 the	market	closed	at	9,605,	down	almost
2,000	 points	 from	 January	 1,	 2000.	 So	 in	 one	 year	 and	 nine	 months,	 the
market	was	off	 almost	2,000	points	because	of	 the	 accounting	 scandals	 and
the	 tech	bubble.	Then,	we	had	9/11,	 and	over	 the	 course	of	 the	next	 fifteen
months	of	great	uncertainty,	the	market	went	from	9,605	to	8,341.”

He	 didn’t	 say	 anything,	 so	 I	 continued	 on.	 “So,	 we	 were	 down	 3,000
points,	almost	30%,	from	the	market	close	two	years	prior	at	the	end	of	1999.
In	2002,	we	were	fully	engaged	in	the	wars	on	Iraq	and	Afghanistan.	All	of
the	third-party	rating	agencies	were	starting	to	look	more	closely	at	the	books
of	the	publically-traded	companies	that	all	of	these	indexes	are	based	on,	and
we	kind	of	 tightened	 the	belt	 a	 little	bit.	At	 the	end	of	December	2002,	 the
Dow	Jones	closed	at	8,341.”

He	just	shook	his	head.	He	had	nerves	of	steel,	but	I	think	that	was	only
because	 he	was	 not	 in	 the	market.	 People	 have	 a	 natural	 tendency	 to	 jump
from	 a	 train	 wreck.	 They	 let	 emotion	 drive	 their	 buy	 and	 sell	 decisions.
Generally,	 they	 watch	 the	 runs	 go	 by,	 get	 in	 near	 the	 top,	 experience	 a
correction,	get	out	before	the	bottom	hits,	and	are	sufficiently	paralyzed	that
they	 don’t	 get	 back	 into	 the	market	 in	 time	 to	 capitalize	 on	 the	 impending
recovery.

Analysis	 of	 the	 S&P	 500	 over	 the	 past	 twenty	 years	 shows	 that	 the
twenty-four	best	performing	days	account	for	the	index’s	entire	gain	over	that
time	 frame,	 which	 means	 if	 you	 weren’t	 invested	 in	 the	 market	 on	 those
twenty-four	days	you	had	a	net	 loss.	You’d	have	 to	be	a	genius	 to	 time	that
market.	Now,	if	you	rely	on	timing,	and	you	firmly	believe	you	can	do	it,	you
may	not	have	contingency	plans.	But	 to	me,	contingency	plans	are	critically
important.

*		*		*

I	was	 hoping	 that	 timing	would	 be	 everything	 and	 another	 plane	would
come	in	and	turn	on	the	runway	lights	below,	but	I	knew	I	couldn’t	count	on
that.	It	was	something	I	had	no	control	over.	I	had	to	at	least	have	a	plan	over
which	I	had	some	control,	because	as	I	looked	around,	the	only	lights	in	the
sky	were	those	of	the	stars.

*		*		*

“Steve,	I	have	the	Midas	touch,”	he	said.	“I’m	a	bargain	hunter.”

“How	 much	 money	 did	 you	 have	 sitting	 in	 cash	 and	 investments	 in
2000?”	I	asked.



“I	don’t	know	right	off	the	top	my	head,”	he	said.

“Would	you	say	that	you	had	at	least	$175,000?”	I	asked.

“Yes,”	he	said	without	hesitation.

“Well,	let’s	suppose	back	in	2000	you	took	that	$175,000	and	invested	it
in	Apple	stock,”	I	said.	“You	could	have	purchased	about	7,500	shares,	which
would	have	cost	about	$23	per	share.	In	2005,	there	was	a	stock	split,	so	you
now	would	have	owned	15,000	shares.	Recently,	the	share	price	hit	$700.	You
would	have	had	$10	million.

“That	 same	 $175,000	 could	 have	 purchased	 a	modest	 home	 that	 would
now	be	worth	less	than	you	paid	for	it	twelve	years	ago.	A	lot	of	people	did
that.	 I	personally	know	of	people	who	made	 that	very	decision.	But	 I	don’t
know	anyone	who	sunk	$175,000	into	Apple	stock	back	then.	It	was	a	bargain
relative	to	its	current	price.	Even	bargain	hunters	didn’t	know	that.	Now	that’s
an	extreme	example,	but	you	get	the	idea”	I	said.

I	doubted	that	his	good	fortune	could	go	on	forever,	especially	as	he	grew
older	 and	his	 athletic	 abilities	waned.	 I	wanted	 to	 save	 him,	 just	 like	 I	was
struggling	to	do	now	at	13,000	feet.

“Look,”	I	said	to	him.	“Let	me	ask	you	this—what	if	something	happened
to	you	and	you	couldn’t	climb	your	volcanoes,	slide	down	your	glaciers,	ride
out	your	tsunami	waves?”

“I’m	a	good	judge	of	danger.	I’ll	get	out	of	the	way,”	he	said.

“Those	thrills	cost	money,”	I	pointed	out.	“Are	you	going	to	get	out	of	the
way	of	a	falling	market	when	nobody	has	ever	been	able	to	predict	the	timing
of	 a	 crash,	 or	 even	 the	 timing	of	 a	 fall	 that	 could	 clean	you	out	 shortterm?
And	when	I	say	short	term,	I	mean	maybe	for	ten	years?	What’s	going	to	fund
your	fun	then?”

“There	are	warnings.	I’ll	get	out	before	it	happens,”	he	said	leaning	back
in	his	chair.

I	looked	at	him	and	wondered	if	anything	would	ever	get	through	to	him.
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JANE	WAS	ALWAYS	TRYING	 to	make	 sense	 out	 of	 human	 behavior.	 It
was	her	job,	but	it	was	also	her	personal	mission.	She	hated	being	tied	down
to	 only	 those	 things	 within	 driving	 distance,	 but	 she	 feared	 flying.	 Her
investments	reflected	her	fear	of	risk.	Jane	had	her	entire	portfolio	in	money
market	accounts.	Her	money	was	safe,	but	it	wouldn’t	keep	up	with	inflation
and	it	certainly	wouldn’t	allow	her	to	live	comfortably	in	retirement,	to	go	out
and	 do	 the	 things	 that	 she	 really	 wanted	 to	 do.	 She	 had	 worked	 hard	 to
accumulate	 $1	 million,	 and	 there	 it	 all	 sat	 earning	 some	 0.70	 percent	 in
interest.	 I	was	worried	she	would	have	no	money	to	spend	in	her	retirement
and	that	her	life	would	be	more	compromised	than	it	already	was.

“Why	did	you	leave	your	last	financial	advisor?”	I	asked.

“He	said	 there	are	no	guarantees	 in	 life,”	she	said.	“However,	 I	can’t	go
into	 the	 market,	 Steve.	 Human	 behavior	 is	 unpredictable,	 and	 the	 market
seems	 to	have	so	much	 to	do	with	human	behavior.	Seems	oftentimes	 to	be
driven	by	whim.”

She	 was	 generally	 right	 about	 predictability,	 but	 not	 when	 you	 look	 at
long-term	historical	market	performance	data.

“Look,	at	 the	end	of	December	2002,	 the	Dow	Jones	closed	at	8,341.	 It
was	down	from	the	nearly	unprecedented	run	of	the	1990s.	Four	years	later,	at
the	end	of	December	2006,	 the	Dow	Jones	had	gone	up	about	4,000	points.
We	went	all	the	way	to	12,463.	In	that	four-year	period,	we	gained	back	all	of
the	money	we	lost	through	the	tech	bubble	burst,	the	accounting	scandals,	and
the	terrorist	attacks.	We	got	it	back	and	then	some.	The	market	continued	to
roll	through	2007.	We	ended	2007	at	13,264,	so	it	held	together	pretty	well,”	I
said.	“Markets	 recover.	They	go	up	and	down,	but	overall,	historically,	 they
go	up.”

But	she	remained	unconvinced.

I	 understood	 Jane’s	 fears.	 The	market	 could	 be	 a	 scary	 place	 for	 short-
term	investors,	and	airplanes,	particularly	those	without	electricity,	could	give
anyone	a	jolt.	But	flying	was	an	amazing	experience.

“C’mon,”	 I	 said	 to	 Jane	 as	 we	 sat	 at	 lunch	 during	 another	 one	 of	 my
“encouragement	sessions.”	“You	need	to	live	your	life	more	fully.	You	need	to
spread	your	wings!”	I	teased.	“You’ve	got	to	come	fly	with	me	some	day.”

I	got	a	little	chuckle	in	response,	but	her	head	dropped	down	and	moved
from	side	to	side.	“I	can’t	take	the	risk,”	she	said.

Jane	wanted	guarantees	but	said	she	knew	she	couldn’t	have	them.	So	she



did	what	she	could	to	protect	herself.

“A	calculated	risk,	a	really	small	risk,”	I	said.	“It’s	a	risk	with	a	back-up
plan.”

“I	like	control,”	she	said.

“Okay,	well,	how	about	this	…	If	you	don’t	like	my	flying,	I’ll	pull	over,
and	you	can	take	over,”	I	said.

She	was	amused	but	not	convinced.

We	went	back	and	forth	like	this	for	another	twenty	minutes	until	finally	I
got	her	to	concede,	if	we	were	to	go	to	a	place	that	was	almost	irresistible	to
her.

She	was	a	big	college	football	fan.	So	was	I.

“I	need	guarantees,	and	there	are	no	guarantees	in	life,”	she	said.

“Well,”	I	said,	“what	if	I	were	to	tell	you	that	there	were?	What	if	I	were
to	tell	you	that	there	is	a	way	to	ensure	the	safety	and	predictability	of	your
income	 stream	 for	 the	 next	 five	 to	 ten	 years,	 keeping	 it	 safe	 from	 market
fluctuations,	and	at	the	same	time	be	in	a	position	to	take	advantage	of	stock
market	 returns	 that	 you’re	 going	 to	 need	 to	 provide	 an	 increasing	 income
stream	to	compensate	for	inflation	and	cost	of	living	increases?”	I	asked.

Jane	sat	up	in	her	chair.

“We	 use	 buckets	 of	 investments	 that	 are	 appropriate	 for	 specific
timeframes.	 I	break	 them	down	 into	 four	buckets,”	 I	 said.	 “The	 first	bucket
contains	money	 that	you’ll	spend	 in	 the	first	 five	years	of	 retirement.	These
investments	are	protected	from	market	fluctuations	and	interest	rate	volatility,
so	that	 they	are	guaranteed	to	be	there	when	you	need	them.	Therefore,	you
get	a	steady	and	predictable	income	just	like	you	did	when	you	were	working
and	had	 a	 salary	 coming	 in.	We’re	 essentially	 trading	 the	potential	 of	 a	 big
win	in	the	market	to	gain	a	secure	and	predictable	income.”

“I	like	that,”	she	said.

“We	can	load	your	first	bucket	with	money	market	accounts,	government
bonds	or	a	fixed	annuity.	It’ll	be	safe	money	you	can	count	on,”	I	said.

“Sounds	good,”	she	said.

“Okay,”	I	continued.	“The	second	bucket	contains	money	that	you’ll	use
in	the	second	five	to	ten	years	of	retirement.	These	investments	hedge	risk	but
at	 the	same	 time	allow	for	 the	potential	of	 returns	 from	the	market	over	 the



next	 five	 years,	while	 you’re	 spending	 the	 first	 bucket.	We	might	 put	 your
money	 in	conservative	equity	portfolios	or	defensive	 income	portfolios	or	a
mix.	It’s	still	very	conservative.”

“I’m	not	as	comfortable	with	those	investments,”	she	said.

“But	 the	 way	 you	 have	 it,	 Jane,	 you’ll	 have	 to	 live	 solely	 off	 of	 the
principle,	and	you’ll	eat	it	up	sooner	than	later,”	I	said.

Jane	nodded	but	remained	unconvinced	about	my	Bucket	Bliss	Strategy.

“Let	me	 try	 to	 explain	 it	 another	way,”	 I	 said.	 “When	you	 retire,	 you’ll
have	 this	chunk	of	money.	You’ll	spend	some	of	 it	over	 the	next	five	years,
but	some	of	it	you	won’t	spend	for	fifteen	or	twenty	years.	So	it	doesn’t	make
any	 sense	 to	 take	 the	 money	 you	 are	 going	 to	 spend	 in	 fifteen,	 twenty,	 or
twenty-five	years	and	lock	it	into	something	like	a	CD	or	money	market	that
just	pays	a	nominal	interest	rate.	However,	putting	the	money	you’re	going	to
use	 over	 the	 next	 five	 years	 into	CDs	 or	money	markets	 does	make	 sense,
because	 you	 need	 a	 safe,	 predictable	 paycheck.	 But	 the	 money	 you’re	 not
going	 to	 be	 spending	 for	 fifteen,	 twenty,	 or	 twenty-five	 years	 should	 be
exposed	 to	some	market	growth.	Historically,	 fifteen,	 twenty,	or	 twenty-five
years	is	considered	long-term	investing,	and	the	data	suggests	over	that	period
of	time	that	it’s	safe	to	invest	it	in	the	stock	market.”

“You	 had	 me	 up	 until	 you	 mentioned	 the	 stock	 market,”	 she	 said	 and
laughed.

“Hear	me	out,”	I	said.	“Now,	when	you	watch	the	news,	and	you	see	that
the	Dow	 Jones	 Industrial	Average	 is	 down	 200	 points,	 I	 don’t	want	 you	 to
take	so	much	risk	 that	you	panic	and	can’t	sleep	 that	night.	The	money	that
you	are	going	to	spend	tomorrow,	next	year,	in	five	years,	and	perhaps	even	in
ten	years	is	not	hostage	to	the	ups	and	downs	of	the	market.	It	is	not	affected
by	that	200-point	down	day	that	you	just	witnessed.	That	safe,	steady,	secure
money	is	going	to	be	providing	your	income	for	the	next	five	to	ten	years.”

“Sounds	good,”	she	said.

“The	 third	 bucket	 is	money	 you’ll	 be	 using	 ten	 to	 fifteen	 years	 out.	 So
you’ll	want	 investments	 that	will	 hedge	 the	downside	 risk	but	 allow	you	 to
participate	 in	 the	 historically	 higher	 return	 of	 the	 equity	 markets.	 You	 can
consider	a	balanced	equity	portfolio,”	I	said.

“I’m	not	so	comfortable	with	that,”	she	said.

“But	remember,	you’re	not	going	to	use	it	for	ten	to	fifteen	years,”	I	said.
“If	history	 repeats	 itself,	 those	 investment	portfolios	will	 far	outperform	 the



fixed	 investments	 that	 are	 responsible	 for	 your	 safe,	 steady,	 and	 secure
income	today.”

Jane	just	nodded.

“The	fourth	bucket	is	invested	for	use	fifteen	to	twenty-plus	years	out,	so
we	 feel	 we	 can	 safely	 take	 advantage	 of	 the	 market	 with	 well-diversified
equities,	diversification	that	mutual	funds	give	us,”	I	said.	“You	need	market-
type	 returns	 over	 that	 time	 frame.	Remember,	 Jane,	 you	 can’t	 live	 on	what
you	 have	 without	 eating	 it	 all	 up.	 And,	 since	 the	 beginning	 of	 good
recordkeeping	of	market	performance,	long-term	investors	in	the	stock	market
have	come	out	ahead	of	fixed-	income	investors.”

“Sounds	too	risky	for	me,”	she	said.

“The	alternative	of	running	out	of	money	in	the	next	decade	or	so	sounds
risky	to	me,”	I	said.	“And	we	have	another	way	of	reducing	risk.”

“What’s	that?”	she	asked.

“I	 don’t	 just	make	 a	 suggestion	 and	 never	 revisit	 it,”	 I	 said.	 “Every	 six
months	 I	 go	 over	 your	 portfolio	 with	 you,	 because	 we’ll	 have	 to	 make
adjustments	based	on	how	the	investments	have	performed.”

“I	don’t	like	the	sound	of	that,”	she	said.

“Look	at	it	this	way,”	I	said.	“It’s	like	flying	a	plane.	I	can	take	off,	point
the	nose	to	Denver,	and	dial	in	the	autopilot,	but	over	the	course	of	those	375
miles,	 the	 wind	 is	 going	 to	 blow	 different	 directions	 at	 different	 speeds.
Thankfully,	the	autopilot	makes	the	course	corrections	on	the	fly,	right	on	the
money.	But	 if	 it	 didn’t	 for	 some	 reason,	 I	 could	 feel	my	way	 through	 it.”	 I
leaned	forward.

“When	I	turn	toward	Denver	and	hit	the	autopilot,	oftentimes	not	only	do
wind	 direction	 and	 speed	 change,	 but	 bad	 weather	 comes	 in.	 So,	 as	 your
advisor	and	as	a	pilot,	 I’ll	 change	 the	direction	of	 the	airplane	 so	 that	we’ll
circumvent	some	bad	weather.	It’s	another	way	of	trying	to	guarantee	that	you
get	where	you	want	to	go,”	I	said.

“So	what	will	we	do	in	these	sessions?”	she	asked.

“We’ll	 talk	about	what	your	 income	needs	are	and	how	they	might	have
changed.	We’ll	review	the	performance	of	each	bucket	and	make	adjustments
as	 market	 conditions	 dictate,”	 I	 said.	 “Inflation	 will	 play	 a	 particularly
important	role	in	our	decision-making,	because	over	the	long	run	even	modest
inflation	rates	can	have	debilitating	effects.	All	you	need	to	do	to	see	that	is	to



compare	the	cost	of	living	now	to	twenty	years	ago.	Things	were	a	lot	cheaper
then.	This	is	something	every	generation	can	claim.”

“Don’t	I	know!”	she	laughed.	“But	you	know	I	don’t	like	flying.”

“I	 know	 that,”	 I	 said,	 “but	 I	 want	 you	 to	 be	 able	 to	 trust	 me	 as	 your
advisor	and	your	pilot.	Autopilots	have	the	wonderful	ability	to	keep	you	on
course	 and	 to	 make	 changes	 mechanically	 and	 systematically,	 but	 often
autopilots	are	not	aware	of	other	factors.	They	are	aware	of	altitude	and	wind
speed,	 but	 they	 do	 not	 have	 two	 eyes	 and	 they	 do	 not	 see	 that	 there	 is	 a
thunderstorm	 ahead.	 That	 is	 where	 I	 take	 control	 of	 things	 and	 change	 the
ultimate	 destination—on	 the	 fly	 even.	 It	 gives	 you	 the	 opportunity	 to	 right
things	you	can’t	control	and	that	have	gone	wrong,	both	in	the	market	and	in
the	skies.
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TURBULENT
TIMES



BETWEEN	 DECEMBER	 31,	 2007	 and	 March	 6,	 2009,	 investors	 were
fleeing	 the	 markets	 from	 fear.	 Obviously,	 there	 were	 a	 lot	 of	 problems,
economically,	with	 rating	 agencies	 giving	more	 optimistic	 ratings	 than	 they
should	 have	 to	 complex	 investment	 vehicles.	 These	 investments	 were
packaged	up	and	sold	by	prestigious	investment	banks,	such	as	Bear	Stearns
and	 Lehman	Brothers,	 which	 all	 went	 broke	when	 the	 floor	 fell	 out	 of	 the
overzealous	 real	 estate	 market.	 Almost	 every	 time	 you	 turned	 around,	 you
heard	 about	 another	 financial	 institution	 or	 investment	 bank	 going	 under.
People	were	scared	stiff.

With	the	Dow	cut	in	half	over	that	fifteen	months,	investors	decided	to	cut
their	losses,	because	they	were	so	afraid	of	losing	it	all.	Generally	speaking,
people	get	out	at	about	40%	down.

Keep	 in	 mind	 that	 the	 average	 consumer	 got	 scared	 toward	 the	 end	 of
2008	when	 the	market	was	coming	unglued,	got	out	of	 the	market,	 realized
losses,	and	sat	on	the	sidelines	until	very	late	in	the	rally,	wherein	they	may
have	moved	a	portion	of	their	money	back	into	the	market.	Because	2008	was
such	a	traumatic	experience	for	them,	it	is	something	that	they	will	always	see
in	 their	 rearview	mirror,	much	 like	my	grandparents’	generation	will	always
remember	 the	 Great	 Depression,	 regardless	 of	 how	 plentiful	 life	 has	 been
since	then.	People	who	were	invested	in	the	market	in	late	2008	had	a	similar
outlook.	 They	watched	 their	 portfolios	 drop	 in	 half,	 and	 they	were	 just	 too
afraid	to	risk	that	again.	But	by	panicking	and	getting	out	when	they	did,	they
locked	in	those	losses.

*		*		*

“I	think	you’d	be	buying	yourself	trouble	if	you	decide	to	day	trade	with
your	 retirement	 savings,”	 I	 said	 to	 Howie.	 “My	Bucket	 Bliss	 Strategy	will
allow	you	to	do	a	lot	of	things	that	you	want	to	do	during	retirement.	It’ll	give
you	 a	 steady	 income.	Another	 2008	 could	 slash	 your	 retirement	 savings	 by
more	than	half,	if	you	pull	out	at	the	wrong	time,	which	investors	tend	to	do.”

But	Howie	wasn’t	sold.

Had	Howie	invested	in	an	S&P	500	index	fund	starting	at	the	same	time,
here’s	how	his	investment	portfolio	would	have	played	out:	In	2000,	the	S&P
500	 fell	 9.11%.	 Therefore,	 his	 $1	million	 portfolio	 would	 have	 dropped	 to
$858,900,	 after	 taking	 out	 $50,000,	which	 he	would	 have	withdrawn	 every
year	 as	 part	 of	 his	 retirement	 income.	 He	 would	 have	 suffered	 a	 loss	 of
$91,100,	which	 excludes	 that	 $50,000	withdrawal.	 In	 2001,	 the	market	 fell
another	 11.89%,	 and	his	 portfolio	would	have	dropped	 another	 $102,123	 to



$706,777.	 In	 2002,	 the	 market	 fell	 22.10%,	 and	 his	 portfolio	 would	 have
dropped	$156,197	to	$500,579.	The	market	recovered	28.68%	in	2003,	which
would	 have	 brought	 his	 portfolio	 up	 $143,566	 to	 $594,145.	 In	 2004,	 the
market	moved	up	 another	10.88%,	which	would	have	 added	$64,643	 to	his
portfolio,	 bringing	 his	 year-end	 balance	 to	 $608,788.	 In	 2005,	 the	 market
inched	up	another	4.91%,	and	his	portfolio	would	have	moved	up	$29,892	to
$588,680.	In	2006,	the	market	was	up	15.79%.	Howie’s	portfolio	would	have
gone	 up	 $92,953	 to	 $631,632.	 In	 2007,	 the	 market	 grew	 a	 modest	 5.79%,
which	would	have	bumped	his	portfolio	up	by	$34,677	to	$616,309.	In	2008,
the	market	 took	 a	 37-point	 dive,	 which	would	 have	 taken	 $228,034	 out	 of
Howie’s	portfolio,	which	would	have	landed	at	$338,275.	In	2009,	the	market
recovered	26.47%,	which	would	have	added	$89,541	into	his	portfolio,	which
would	 now	 have	 been	 at	 $377,816.	 The	 market	 went	 up	 15.06%	 in	 2010,
which	 would	 have	 added	 $56,899	 to	 Howie’s	 pot,	 which	 now	 would	 have
tallied	$384,715.	There	was	a	modest	growth	of	2.11%	in	2011,	which	would
have	added	$8,117	to	his	portfolio,	which	now	would	have	been	at	$342,832.
In	2012,	the	market	moved	up	16	points,	which	would	have	dropped	$54,853
into	Howie’s	bucket,	which	now	would	have	been	at	$347,686.	In	2013,	the
market	 soared	 29.29%,	which	would	 have	 added	 $101,837	 to	 his	 portfolio,
which	now	would	have	totaled	$399,523.

Now,	 if	 Jane	 had	 put	 her	 money	 in	 CDs	 during	 the	 same	 time	 period,
withdrawing	 $50,000	 annually,	 she	 would	 have	 started	 with	 $1	 million	 in
2000	at	which	time	she	would	have	earned	5.40%	interest,	which	would	have
added	 $54,000	 into	 her	 pot,	 leaving	 her	with	 a	 balance	 of	 $1,004,000	 after
withdrawing	the	first	$50,000.	In	2001,	her	interest	rate	would	have	dropped
to	 3.60%.	 She	would	 have	 experienced	 a	 growth	 of	 $36,144,	 for	 a	 total	 of
$990,144.	 In	2002,	 the	 interest	 rate	on	Jane’s	CDs	was	1.8%,	so	she’d	have
had	 a	 gain	 of	 $17,823,	 which	 would	 have	 brought	 her	 portfolio	 total	 to
$957,967.	 In	 2003,	 the	 interest	 rate	 dropped	 slightly	 to	 1.20%,	 and	 her
portfolio	would	 have	 increased	 $11,496	 to	 $919,462.	CD	 interest	 rates	 rose
slightly	 in	 2004	 to	 1.80%,	 which	 would	 have	 dropped	 $16,550	 into	 her
portfolio,	which	now	would	have	come	in	at	$866,013.	In	2005,	interest	rates
rose	to	3.00%,	so	Jane’s	portfolio	would	have	seen	a	gain	of	$26,580,	which
would	 have	 brought	 her	 total	 to	 $862,593.	 In	 2006,	 the	 interest	 rate	 was
3.60%,	which	would	have	added	$31,053	and	brought	her	total	to	$843,646.
In	2007,	interest	rates	on	CDs	dropped	to	2.50%,	which	would	have	increased
her	 portfolio	 by	 $21,091	 for	 a	 total	 of	 $814,737.	 In	 2008,	 the	 interest	 rates
increased	 slightly	 to	 2.90%,	 which	 would	 have	 added	 $23,627	 to	 her
portfolio,	which	would	 have	 totaled	 $788,365.	 In	 2009,	 the	 interest	 rate	 on
CDs	 dropped	 to	 0.60%,	 so	 only	 $4,730	 would	 have	 been	 added	 to	 Jane’s



portfolio,	which	would	have	been	at	$743,095.	 In	2010,	 the	 interest	 rate	on
CDs	dropped	further	to	0.40%,	so	only	$2,972	would	have	been	added	to	her
portfolio,	 which	 would	 have	 totaled	 $696,067.	 In	 2011,	 interest	 rates	 rose
slightly	 to	 0.50%,	which	would	 have	 added	 $3,480	 to	 her	 portfolio,	 which
would	have	been	 at	 $649,548.	 In	 2012,	 interest	 rates	were	 at	 0.60%,	which
would	 have	 added	 $3,897	 to	 her	 portfolio,	 which	 would	 have	 been	 at
$603,445.	In	2013,	the	interest	rate	improved	slightly	again,	up	0.70%,	which
would	have	added	$4,224	 to	her	pot	and	brought	 it	up	 to	$557,669,	beating
Howie’s	$399,523.

Howie’s	Portfolio

Year S&P	500 Beg.	Balance Growth Withdrawl End	Balance

2000 -9.11% $1,000,000 -$91,100 -$50,000 $858,900

2001 -11.89% $858,900 -$102,123 -$50,000 $706,777

2002 -22.10% $706,777 -$156,198 -$50,000 $500,579

2003 28.68% $500,579 $143,566 -$50,000 $594,145

2004 10.88% $594,145 $64,643 -$50,000 $608,788

2005 4.91% $608,788 $29,892 -$50,000 $588,680

2006 15.79% $588,680 $92,953 -$50,000 $631,632

2007 5.49% $631,632 $34,677 -$50,000 $616,309

2008 -37.00% $616,309 -$228,034 -$50,000 $338,275

2009 26.47% $338,275 $89,541 -$50,000 $377,816

2010 15.06% $377,816 $56,899 -$50,000 $384,715

2011 2.11% $384,715 $8,117 -$50,000 $342,832

2012 16.00% $342,832 $54,853 -$50,000 $347,686

2013 29.29% $347,686 $101,837 -$50,000 $399,523

Total	Withdrawals -$700,000 	

	



Jane’s	Portfolio

Year CD	Rate Beg.	Balance Growth Withdrawal End	Balance

2000 5.40% $1,000,000 $54,000 -$50,000 $1,004,000

2001 3.60% $1,004,000 $36,144 -$50,000 $990,144

2002 1.80% $990,144 $17,823 -$50,000 $957,967

2003 1.20% $957,967 $11,496 -$50,000 $919,462

2004 1.80% $919,462 $16,550 -$50,000 $886,013

2005 3.00% $886,013 $26,580 -$50,000 $862,593

2006 3.60% $862,593 $31,053 -$50,000 $843,646

2007 2.50% $843,646 $21,091 -$50,000 $814,737

2008 2.90% $814,737 $23,627 -$50,000 $788,365

2009 0.60% $788,365 $4,730 -$50,000 $743,095

2010 0.40% $743,095 $2,972 -$50,000 $696,067

2011 0.50% $696,067 $3,480 -$50,000 $649,548

2012 0.60% $649,548 $3,897 -$50,000 $603,445

2013 0.70% $603,445 $4,224 -$50,000 $557,669

Total	Withdrawals -$700,000 	

Howie	and	Jane	faced	another	problem:	Had	they	each	done	it	their	way,
they’d	be	running	out	of	money	before	they	ran	out	of	life.

*		*		*

Running	 out	 of	 something	 so	 vital	 could	 have	 catastrophic	 effects.	 I
looked	at	my	fuel	gauge	and	breathed	out	a	sigh.

*		*		*

I	 understood	 their	 reservations.	 It	 takes	 a	 certain	 amount	 of	 trust	 to	 get
into	a	small,	private	plane	with	someone,	 just	as	 it	does	 to	allow	a	financial



advisor	 to	handle	your	retirement	funds.	Only	one	passenger	of	 the	three	on
board	 had	 placed	 his	 faith	 in	 me.	 He	 looked	 comfortable	 sitting	 next	 me,
laughing	and	enjoying	the	flight.
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ON	BOARD



TOM	PUT	DOWN	THE	aviation	magazine	on	the	coffee	table	in	the	lobby,
stood	up,	and	shook	my	hand.	“How	are	you	doing,	Tom?”	I	asked.

“Well,	and	you?”	he	asked.

“Fine,”	I	said.

Tom	had	come	to	me	back	in	the	late	’90s.	We’d	met	at	an	airport	cafe	and
had	gotten	into	talking	about	what	I	do.

“How’s	Whiskey	Fox	doing?”	he	said.

Whiskey	 Fox	 is	 what	 he	 called	 my	 airplane.	 That	 was	 the	 phonetic
alphabet	 for	 the	 “WF”	 in	my	 tail	 number.	 “Doing	good,”	 I	 said.	 “You	been
traveling	 lately?”	“Yeah,	we’ve	been	 touring	 the	West	Coast,”	he	 said.	Tom
was	a	musician.	He	had	a	jazz	band	that	was	relatively	successful	in	its	day.

“How’re	Jen	and	the	kids?”	I	asked.

Jen	was	his	wife.	She	 taught	 elementary	 school.	 “Good,”	he	 said.	 “And
your	wife	and	kids?”

“All	good,”	I	said.	“Let’s	head	back	to	my	office.”

We	headed	down	the	hall.	Tom	stuck	his	head	in	my	father’s	office	to	say
a	quick	hello	before	settling	down	in	the	soft	chair	across	from	my	desk	and
letting	out	a	deep	sigh.

“Steve,	 it’s	getting	harder	and	harder	 to	keep	up	with	 this	 schedule,”	he
said.

“I	hear	you,”	I	said.

I	need	to	know	if	I	can	slow	down	yet?”	he	said.	“I	don’t	know	how	much
longer	 I’m	going	 to	be	 able	 to	play	 in	 the	band.	 I’m	getting	 arthritis	 in	my
hands.	 I	 thought	 I	would	do	 this	 into	my	 retirement,	 but	 it’s	 not	 looking	 as
promising	as	it	once	had.”

“Sorry	to	hear	that,	my	friend,”	I	said.

He	reached	into	his	shirt	coat	pocket	and	took	out	a	handful	of	envelopes.
“Here’s	what	I	have	to	work	with,”	he	said.	“I	haven’t	opened	some	of	them
up	yet.	I	just	really	hate	dealing	with	finances.”

I	 took	 the	 envelopes	 from	 him	 and	 examined	 some	 of	 the	 financial
statements	inside.

“You	must	have	twelve	to	fifteen	investment	accounts	here,”	I	said.



“Yeah,	I’m	diversified,”	he	said.

“But	your	balance	sheet	is	complicated,	and	that	can	lead	to	problems,”	I
said.	 “I	 can	make	 it	 a	 lot	 simpler	 for	 you	 using	my	Bucket	 Bliss	 Strategy.
Plus,	 I’ll	be	watching	 it	and	going	over	 it	with	you	and	your	wife	every	six
months	to	keep	it	on	track.”

“Every	six	months?	Isn’t	that	a	lot?”	he	asked.

“I’m	 up	 in	 the	 sky.	 The	 wind	 blows	me	 a	 little	 off	 course.	 I’ve	 got	 to
correct	it	if	I	want	to	get	to	the	destination	that	I’ve	chosen,”	I	said.

“Right,”	he	said.

“It’ll	also	give	me	a	 really	good	 idea	of	whether	or	not	you’re	spending
your	money	right	down	to	the	nub	every	month	or	whether	you’re	building	a
surplus,”	 I	 said.	 “I	 want	 you	 to	 feel	 like	 you	 have	 a	 cushion,	 so	 you	 can
always	do	 things	you	want	 to.	However,	 if	you’re	 running	a	big	surplus	we
don’t	want	to	pull	out	too	much	money	and	incur	taxes	that	are	unnecessary.”

“Good	thinking,”	he	said.

“So	you	need	 to	decide	how	much	money	you	want	 to	have	 in	 cash,”	 I
said.	“I	have	some	clients	who	would	 like	 to	have	$200,000	or	$300,000	 in
cash.	I	have	some	clients	who	are	comfortable	with	$5,000.”

“Right,”	he	said.

“So,	tell	me,	how	are	you	feeling	financially?”	I	asked.

“Well,	I	always	worry	about	our	future,”	he	said.

“When	it	comes	to	investing,	what’s	worked	for	you	in	the	past	and	what
hasn’t?”	I	asked.

“Well,	when	the	market’s	gone	up,	that’s	worked	for	me.	When	it’s	gone
down,	that	hasn’t	worked	for	me,”	he	said.

We	laughed.

“So,	what	are	you	looking	for	now?”	I	said.

“I	 need	 some	 security,”	 he	 said.	 “My	 wife	 will	 have	 a	 modest	 state
pension	 we	 can	 count	 on,	 but	 we	 need	 some	 additional	 security	 and
predictability.”

“I	can	help	you	with	that,”	I	said.	“What	do	you	and	Jen	want	to	do	during
retirement?”

“Oh,	 I	 don’t	know,	 take	 some	classes,	 read	 some	good	books,	go	 to	 the



movies,	stuff	like	that,”	he	said.

“Travel?”	I	asked.

“No,”	 he	 said,	 “had	 enough	 of	 that	 for	 a	while.	 I	 think	 I’d	 like	 to	 stay
close	to	home	and	watch	my	grandchildren	grow	up.”

“Okay,	let	me	run	the	numbers,”	I	said	as	we	moved	over	to	the	couch.

We	sat	 together	as	I	crunched	the	numbers.	He	had	$1	million	we	could
work	with.	We	watched	the	screen	as	my	software	worked	out	his	retirement
portfolio	 based	 on	 different	 assumptions—a	 4%	 interest	 rate,	 a	 5%	 interest
rate,	over	twenty	years,	over	twenty-five	years…

I	always	work	with	my	clients	within	the	framework	of	what	they	want	to
do	 during	 their	 retirement,	 their	 preferences	 in	 investments,	 and	 their
tolerance	for	risk.	There	is	no	one-size-fits-all	bucket	strategy,	just	like	there’s
no	single	emergency	plan	 for	 landing	a	plane	 in	 the	dark	without	electricity
and	no	way	to	signal	the	airport	to	turn	on	the	runway	lights	without	a	radio
that	worked.	 I	 have	 to	 consider	 other	 sources	 of	 income,	 such	 as	 pensions,
Social	 Security	 benefits,	 spousal	 retirement	 income,	 retirement	 needs,
retirement	 goals,	 and	 other	 personal	 situations.	 Some	 clients	 want	 to	 retire
early,	 some	 later.	 Some	 want	 more	 money	 in	 the	 first	 few	 years.	 It	 just
depends	on	their	personal	preferences	and	situations.

“In	buckets	#1	and	#2,	as	a	rule	of	thumb,	we	put	in	40%	of	your	money,”
I	told	Tom.	“We	are	generally	front-loaded	in	this	thing,	because	you	need	a
dependable	 income.	 So,	 we	 load	 these	 buckets	 with	 safe	 investments	 like
money	markets	and	CDs.”

“Okay,”	he	said.

I	looked	up	at	him	to	make	sure	he	was	following	me.	“Buckets	#1	and	#2
are	 very,	 very	 conservatively	 invested,”	 I	 said.	 “If	 we	 are	 at	 the	 ultimate
conservative,	which	is	just	a	money	market	in	bucket	#1,	you	don’t	get	a	very
good	interest	rate,	but	you	have	no	downside.”

“Right,”	he	said.

“As	 a	 practical	matter,	 some	 of	 our	 clients	 have	 used	 some	 other	 fixed
income	products	that	have	given	them	some	rates	in	the	1%	or	2%	range,”	I
said.	 “But	 since	 your	 ability	 to	 supplement	 your	 retirement	 savings	 with
income	 from	your	 band	 is	 probably	 going	 to	 be	more	 limited	 in	 the	 future,
we’re	going	to	stay	extra	conservative	in	 the	investments.	We	want	 to	make
sure	that	it’s	there	for	you.”



“Sounds	good,”	he	said.

“So,	I’ve	crunched	the	numbers,	and	you	have	about	a	million	dollars	to
work	with,”	I	said.

“That	sounds	about	right,”	he	said.

“So,	we’ll	put	$235,000	in	bucket	#1,	and	another	$190,000	in	bucket	#2.
The	sum	of	 those	equals	about	40%	of	 the	 total	 that’s	 in	your	 income	plan.
The	last	60%	will	be	split	between	buckets	#3	and	#4,	so	we’ll	have	$325,000
in	bucket	#3	and	$250,000	in	bucket	#4.	Those,	of	course,	will	be	increasingly
more	 aggressive.	 Bucket	 #4	 should	model	 the	Dow	 Jones	 or	 the	 S&P	 500,
because	we	 are	 going	 to	 be	 primarily	 100%	 stocks.	We	 can	 be	 as	much	 as
100%,	 but	 probably	 no	 less	 than	 80%	 stocks	 and	 20%	bonds	 in	 bucket	 #4.
Bucket	#3	is	going	to	be	more	like	a	40-60	mix,	so	while	we’re	not	going	to
experience	all	of	the	upside	associated	with	a	bull	run,	we	won’t	feel	all	the
downside	associated	with	a	correction	or	a	bear	market,”	I	said.

“Sound	like	a	plan?”	I	asked.

“Sounds	like	a	plan,”	he	said.

*		*		*

Now,	if	I	could	just	find	one	for	myself.	I	had	to	land	this	plane.
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TRAVEL	LOG



TOM	 HAD	 SUBSCRIBED	 TO	 the	 Bucket	 Bliss	 Strategy	 in	 2000.	 The
market	 went	 through	 several	 gyrations	 of	 growth,	 a	 modest	 correction
beginning	 in	 2000,	 and	 then	 the	 eventual	 rebound	 over	 the	 following	 five
years.	The	Dow	Jones	 Industrial	Average	was	at	13,264	at	 the	end	of	2007.
But	2008	saw	severe	turbulence.	At	 the	end	of2008,	 the	Dow	plummeted	to
8,776,	and	on	March	6,	2009,	we	hit	the	bottom	with	a	closing	index	price	of
6,595.	The	Dow	Jones	closed	at	6,595	points,	about	a	51%	reduction	from	the
end	of	2007.	Over	that	fifteen-month	span,	the	market	was	cut	in	half.	People
were	fleeing	the	market.	The	bottom	occurred	in	March	of	2009,	so	investors
who	got	out	at	the	end	of	2008	saved	themselves	11%	right	there	by	moving
into	cash,	but	in	the	years	to	come	they	would	be	scared	to	get	back	into	the
market.	 They	 couldn’t	 stomach	 the	 volatility.	 They	 remembered	 the	 1990s,
and	 they	remembered	 the	run	of	2003-2007.	But	as	 it	often	goes	 in	 life,	 the
good	memories	usually	don’t	last	as	long	as	the	nightmares.	During	the	good
times	 people	 tend	 to	 think	 the	market	 is	 only	 going	 to	 go	 up,	 and	 they	 are
generally	more	aggressive	than	they	need	to	be	and	should	be.	What	happens
is,	 when	 the	 market	 corrects	 like	 it	 did	 in	 this	 fifteen-month	 period	 from
December	2007	 to	March	2009,	 investors	watch	 it	go	down,	get	 scared,	cut
their	losses,	and	wait	for	the	memory	of	the	nightmare	to	fade.	They	usually
sit	on	the	sidelines	and	miss	the	run	that	follows.

On	November	21,	2013,	the	Dow	Jones	Industrial	Average	closed	for	the
first	time	over	16,000,	a	143%	run	from	the	March	2009	low.

Investors	typically	get	out	sooner	than	the	bottom,	but	they	almost	always
get	right	back	in	near	the	top.

Throughout	this	bumpy	ride,	the	Bucket	Bliss	Strategy	gave	Tom	and	Jen
the	security	to	hang	on.

Here	is	what	happened	through	those	turbulent	years:

By	2008,	Tom	and	Jen	had	spent	all	of	bucket	#1	and	a	good	share	of	#2.
This	left	most	of	their	money	in	buckets	#3	and	#4.	As	they	spent	buckets	#1
and	 #2,	 we	 reallocated	 the	 portfolio	 so	 that	 the	 investments	 in	 bucket	 #3
became	much	more	conservative	the	closer	they	got	to	using	it.	A	portion	of	it
was	positioned	in	cash	or	nearcash	alternatives	as	they	prepared	for	the	five-
year	period	that	would	begin	in	2010.	Bucket	#3	was	down	3.39%	because	of
the	mix	of	holdings—largely	fixed-income	and	some	equities.	Bucket	#4	was
down	 almost	 30%,	 so	 they	 experienced	 a	 good	 share	 of	 the	 full	 correction
there,	 just	 like	 the	 average	 investor.	 Even	 though	 that	 was	 scary,	 Tom	 sat
tight.	Because	60%	of	 their	money	was	only	down	a	few	percentage	points,



that	gave	Tom	the	confidence	and	the	peace	of	mind	to	stay	calm	when	bucket
#4	was	down	by	double	digits.

From	2009	to	2013,	buckets	#2	and	#3	combined	returned	9.56%,	which
was	half	of	what	the	market	returned,	because	Tom	and	Jen	had	such	a	high
percentage	of	those	balances	in	fixed	income	investments.	However,	because
that	was	the	next	money	they	would	be	spending	in	retirement,	Tom	and	Jen
didn’t	need	a	significant	rate	of	return	and	they	certainly	didn’t	want	to	lose
any	value	there.	Bucket	#4	was	invested	primarily	in	equities,	and	we	took	a
beating	in	2008.	Here,	the	market	had	just	come	unglued	and	Tom’s	portfolio,
as	a	result	of	being	broken	up	into	buckets,	was	only	down	13%.

Then	the	market	rebounded.	Keep	in	mind	Tom	was	spending	$50,000	a
year,	so	buckets	#1	and	#2	were	depleted	by	the	end	of	2013.	Bucket	#3	went
from	about	$483,000	up	to	about	$564,000,	which	included	over	$170,000	of
withdrawals.	 Bucket	 #4,	 which	was	 primarily	 invested	 in	 equities,	 dropped
below	$300,000	at	the	end	of	2008,	but	more	than	doubled	before	the	end	of
2013.	At	the	end	of	2013,	Tom	and	Jen’s	portfolio	totaled	$1,250,741—after
taking	$50,000	annually.

Now	we	can	do	some	comparisons.	Tom,	Jane	and	Howie	all	started	out
with	$1	million,	but	they	each	had	very	different	results.

Jane’s	portfolio	ended	at	$557,669,	beating	Howie’s	$399,523,	but	falling
far	 behind	 Tom’s	 $1,250,751.	 In	 total,	 each	 had	 withdrawn	 $700,000	 over
thirteen	years,	but	Tom	ended	up	with	more	money	in	his	retirement	fund	than
he	had	started	with.

So	 not	 only	 are	 the	 early	 buckets,	 the	 first	 five	 to	 ten	 years,	 safe	 and
sound,	but	 if	you	set	 the	buckets	up	right	and	history	repeats	 itself,	you	can
end	with	more	than	you	started	with.

Tom’s	Portfolio	(Bucket	Bliss	Strategy)

Year Bucket	Bliss Beg.	Balance Growth Withdrawal End	Balance

2000 4.51% $1,000,000 $45,100 -$50,000 $995,100

2001 -2.21% $995,100 -$21,992 -$50,000 $923,108

2002 -3.40% $923,108 -$31,386 -$50,000 $841,723

2003 17.23% $841,723 $145,029 -$50,000 $936,751

2004 9.58% $936,751 $89,741 -$50,000 $976,492



2005 3.78% $976,492 $36,911 -$50,000 $963,404

2006 12.71% $963,404 $122,449 -$50,000 $1,035,852

2007 3.49% $1,035,852 $36,151 -$50,000 $1,022,003

2008 -12.79% $1,022,003 -$130,714 -$50,000 $841,289

2009 18.79% $841,289 $158,078 -$50,000 $949,367

2010 12.50% $949,367 $118,671 -$50,000 $1,018,038

2011 4.54% $1,018,038 $46,219 -$50,000 $1,014,257

2012 11.34% $1,014,257 $115,017 -$50,000 $1,079,274

2013 20.52% $1,079,274 $221,467 -$50,000 $1,250,741

Total	Withdrawals -$700,000 	

	

Tom’s	Bucket-by-Bucket	Returns

Year ROR	#1 Bucket	#1 Withdrawal ROR	#2 Bucket	#2 Withdrawal

Beg	Balance $235,000 	 	 $190,000 	

2000 5.40% $197,690 -$50,000 3.16% $196,004 	

2001 3.60% $154,807 -$50,000 2.44% $200,786 	

2002 1.80% $107,593 -$50,000 2.01% $204,822 	

2003 1.20% $58,884 -$50,000 10.26% $225,837 	

2004 1.80% $9,944 -$50,000 4.89% $236,881 	

2005 3.00% $0 -$10,243 3.88% $206,314 -$39,757

2006 	 	 	 1.98% $160,399 -$50,000

2007 	 	 	 2.56% $114,506 -$50,000

2008 	 	 	 1.13% $65,800 -$50,000



2009 	 	 	 15.19% $25,792 -$50,000

2010 	 	 	 8.13% $0 -$27,889

2011 	 	 	 	 	 	

2012 	 	 	 	 	 	

2013 	 	 	 	 	 	

Withdrawals -$260,243 	 	 -$267,646

Tom’s	Bucket-by-Bucket	Returns	(continued)

	 ROR	#3 Bucket	#3 Withdrawal ROR	#4 Bucket	#4 Total	ROR End	Balance

Beg	Balance $325,000 	 	 $250,000 	 $1,000,000

2000 4.08% $338,260 	 5.26% $263,146 4.51% $995,100

2001 -2.28% $330,548 	 -9.95% $236,967 -2.21% $923,108

2002 -3.45% $319,144 	 -11.31% $210,164 -3.40% $841,723

2003 19.27% $380,643 	 29.13% $271,387 17.23% $936,751

2004 8.10% $411,475 	 17.25% $318,193 9.58% $976,493

2005 4.21% $428,798 	 3.17% $328,292 3.78% $963,404

2006 12.14% $480,854 	 20.20% $394,599 12.71% $1,035,852

2007 4.08% $500,473 	 3.15% $407,025 3.49% $1,022,003

2008 -3.39% $483,507 	 -28.26% $291,983 -12.79% $841,290

2009 17.94% $570,246 	 21.01% $353,329 18.79% $949,367

2010 10.38% $607,327 -$22,111 16.24% $410,712 12.50% $1,018,039

2011 3.13% $576,315 -$50,000 6.63% $437,942 4.54% $1,014,257

2012 6.32% $562,738 -$50,000 17.95% $516,536 11.34% $1,079,274

2013 9.22% $564,623 -$50,000 32.83% $686,118 20.52% $1,250,741



Withdrawals 	 -$172,111 	 	 	 	

Total	Withdrawals -$700,000 	 	 	 	



10

SAFETY
CONCERNS



AS	I	CONTINUED	TO	scan	the	night	sky	for	another	plane	coming	in	for	a
landing,	I	thought	about	the	value	of	things	that	money	can	buy	and	wondered
why	some	people	didn’t	understand	it.

We’ve	all	heard	that	the	good	things	in	life	are	free—a	beautiful	sunset,	a
family—but	 if	 you	 live	 in	 a	 damp,	 dark	 shack,	 I	 bet	 your	 happiness	 factor
won’t	be	nearly	as	high	as	it	would	be	if	you	were	viewing	that	same	sunset
from	a	beautiful,	dry	home	with	plenty	of	food	and	clothes,	TVs,	good	books
to	read,	etc.	I	don’t	need	to	conduct	a	study	to	find	out	that	financial	security
is	critical	to	happiness.

Money	can	buy	certain	things,	and	many	things	of	value	have	a	high	cost
that,	 hopefully,	you	don’t	hesitate	 to	pay	 for—a	beautiful	home,	 air	bags	 in
your	car,	health	insurance	so	that	you	can	visit	doctors	freely	and	get	treated
in	a	hospital,	if	necessary,	vacations	for	wonderful	memories,	and	the	list	goes
on	and	on.	Even	the	essentials	don’t	come	cheap.	Think	gas	for	your	car,	heat
for	your	home,	clothes,	and	household	repairs,	such	as	plumbing,	etc.

I	can	also	 tell	you	 that	 the	converse	 is	 true—a	lack	of	money	can	cause
incredible	unhappiness	and	stress.

Things	 cost	 money.	 That’s	 because	 the	 people	 who	 create	 the
technologies,	build	the	product,	and	offer	the	service	have	spent	years	getting
to	the	point	where	they	can	do	that,	and	what	they	offer	has	a	value,	or	it	fails
in	the	marketplace.

What	 we	 all	 must	 decide	 when	 we	 consider	 purchasing	 a	 product	 or
service	 is	 if	 the	 cost	 is	worth	 it.	 I’ve	 always	 believed	 that	 price	 is	 only	 an
issue	in	the	absence	of	value.

If	you	 look	at	 the	front	of	my	airplane	on	 the	pilot’s	side,	you’ll	see	 the
word	“ridiculous”	followed	by	the	Urban	Dictionary’s	definition:	“at	 the	top
level	of	greatness	or	beauty;	an	event	or	 thing	worthy	of	memory.”	 It	 is	 the
description	of	how	amazing	it	feels	to	me	to	be	flying.	But	if	you	look	at	the
passenger’s	side	of	the	aircraft,	you	will	see	a	different	definition	of	the	same
word.	Webster’s	Dictionary	 defines	 it	 as	 “utterly	 or	 obviously	 senseless	 or
illogical;	 contrary	 to	 all	 reason	or	 common	 sense.”	That	 definition	 refers	 to
how	some	people	view	the	cost	of	the	aircraft.

When	I	take	off,	I	am	highly	aware	that	I	am	leaving	the	ground	and	that
there	 are	 certain	 inherent	 dangers	 in	 doing	 that,	 mainly,	 landing	 safely.	 In
choosing	 this	 airplane	model	 and	 all	 the	 computerized	 amenities	 that	 came
with	 it	 that	would	enhance	my	safety	and	 that	of	my	passengers,	 I	 chose	 to
pay	extra.	In	fact,	I	purchased	every	safety	feature	money	could	buy,	so	that	I



could	 land	 the	 plane	 safely	 in	 the	 event	 of	 a	 dire	 situation	 like	 the	 one	we
were	now	facing.	As	I	sat	there,	I	was	so	glad	that	I	had	made	that	investment.
As	expensive	as	these	features	were,	I	would	have	been	willing	to	pay	much
more	for	them	had	I	known	I’d	be	facing	the	situation	I	was	now.

I	love	flying	and	all	that	it	entails,	and	the	opportunities	and	experiences	it
opens	up	to	me.	I	like	not	worrying	about	safety,	knowing	I’ve	done	all	I	can
to	ensure	it.	Some	things	cost	a	lot	of	money,	but	they	are	worth	it.	I	would
venture	to	say	securing	a	nice	retirement	is	one	of	those	things.

Nevertheless,	many	 people	 think	 that	 they	 should	 be	 able	 to	 get	 certain
things	of	value	for	free.	Ask	any	professional	whose	services	are	provided,	at
least	 in	 part,	 in	 the	 form	 of	 advice.	 People	 assume	 that	 since	 the	 advice
doesn’t	 cost	 the	 professional,	 say	 a	 doctor	 or	 lawyer	 or	 financial	 advisor,
anything	 to	 give	 that	 it	 should	 be	 given	 freely,	 despite	 the	 fact	 that	 these
professionals	 have	 invested	 years	 into	 learning	 and	 honing	 their	 skills.	 In
contrast,	 people	 would	 hesitate	 to	 ask	 for	 free	 products,	 because	 they
understand	 that	 there	 is	 a	 cost	 to	 producing	 them.	Nor	 is	 it	 likely	 that	 they
would	 ask	 for	 free	 labor,	 say	 from	 a	 plumber	 or	 electrician,	 again	 because
their	work	is	seen	as	labor.	However,	the	work	of	a	professional	who	provides
services	in	the	form	of	advice	is	also	labor	intensive.	It	is	just	not	as	apparent.
But	if	the	advice	was	not	worth	having,	people	wouldn’t	ask	for	it.

Depending	on	how	the	market	is	performing,	people	either	see	the	Bucket
Bliss	Strategy	as	costing	them	money	or	saving	them	money.	For	example,	in
2013,	 the	S&P	500	soared	more	 than	29%.	A	client	called	when	 the	market
was	up	23%	and	wondered	why	his	total	portfolio	was	only	up	slightly	more
than	10%.	It	was	because	bucket	#1	received	a	fixed	interest	rate.	Bucket	#2
was	conservative	and	loaded	with	bonds.	Even	bucket	#3	had	some	bonds	and
fixed	 income	 investments	 in	 it	 so	 that	 it	was	watered	 down	 in	 terms	of	 the
market	 to	 reduce	 risk.	 But	 bucket	 #4	 was	 up	 27%,	 so	 it	 had	 actually
outperformed	 the	market	year	 to	 date.	 It	 cost	 him	 about	 10%,	 but	what	 did
that	10%	buy?	Safety	in	a	down	market.

In	 a	 down	 market,	 say	 2001,	 the	 aggressive	 investor—	 someone	 who
invested	in	the	S&P	index—lost	almost	12%.	The	bucket	investor	would	have
lost	 just	 over	 2%	 across	 his	 or	 her	 portfolio—a	 10%	 savings	 that	 when
multiplied	out	would	 total	enormous	amounts	of	money	just	 like	 losses	can.
It’s	easy	to	forget	about	the	bears	in	the	middle	of	a	bull	run.	And	the	money
affected	by	downturns	in	the	market	is	not	going	to	be	used	for	ten,	fifteen	or
twenty	years.

Using	the	Bucket	Bliss	Strategy,	you	don’t	get	all	of	the	gains	in	a	good



year,	but	you	don’t	take	all	of	the	losses	in	a	bad	year.

During	one	of	our	get-togethers,	Howie	frankly	asked	me,	“Let’s	just	say	I
decide	 to	come	on	board	with	your	Bucket	Strategy,	what’s	 it	going	 to	cost
me?”

“Look,	I’m	going	to	be	honest	with	you,”	I	told	him.	“Any	work	that	we
would	do,	and	any	investments	that	we	would	bring	in-house,	would	come	at
a	greater	expense	ratio	than	you’d	pay	investing	on	your	own,	but	you’ll	get
additional	help	and	guidance	and,	I	believe,	additional	security,	stability,	and
peace	of	mind.”

“What	about	 in	down	markets,	because	I	don’t	want	you	winning	 if	 I’m
losing,”	he	said.

“I	have	no	control	over	market	movement,	and	you’re	going	to	need	just
as	much	advice	during	down	markets	as	you	will	in	up	markets,”	I	said.	“You
wouldn’t	 skip	going	 to	 the	doctor	when	you’re	 sick,	 and	you	wouldn’t	 skip
paying	him	or	her,	because	there	was	no	treatment	for	your	cold,	would	you?
You	want	the	comfort	and	advice	your	doctor	can	give	to	you	because	of	his
or	her	knowledge	and	experience.”

Yes,	 either	 way—whether	 you’re	 so	 fearful	 that	 you	 want	 to	 hide	 your
money	under	your	mattress,	or	so	cavalier	that	you	throw	caution	to	the	wind
—the	strategy	comes	with	a	price.	With	the	Bucket	Bliss	Strategy,	it’s	likely
that	you	will	lose	out	on	short-term	gains	as	the	market	goes	into	recovery	or
leaps	with	joy	over	some	good	news.	It’s	an	opportunity	cost.	It’s	really	a	lost
opportunity	cost.	Stock	market	investors	worry	about	this.	There	are	also,	as	I
mentioned,	 costs	 associated	 with	 specific	 investments,	 as	 well	 as	 costs
resulting	from	adjusting	your	portfolio	every	six	months	or	every	year.

But	let	me	tell	you,	as	I	sat	there	sweating	bullets	at	13,000	feet,	there	was
no	price	 that	 I	wouldn’t	have	paid	 for	a	 safe	 landing.	And	because	 I	paid	a
premium	to	get	the	best	that	I	could	afford,	if	another	plane	didn’t	come	in	for
a	landing	soon,	I	knew	I	still	had	one	option	left.
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CRIT ICAL
DECISIONS



IT	WAS	AFTER	9	P.M.	and	not	a	single	flight	had	come	in.	As	each	minute
passed,	 the	 chances	 that	one	would	come	 in	dropped	exponentially.	Even	 if
another	plane	turned	on	the	runway	lights	and	landed,	it	was	still	going	to	be	a
difficult	landing	for	me	to	make,	because,	I	assumed,	I	had	no	landing	lights.	I
would	have	to	figure	out	exactly	where	the	ground	was.	I	looked	over	at	the
highway	again.	There	was	 still	 too	much	 traffic	 to	 a	make	a	 safe	 landing.	 I
was	going	to	have	to	make	a	critical	decision	as	to	how	I	was	going	to	land
this	plane.

*		*		*

At	 my	 first	 meeting	 with	 Howie,	 I	 told	 him,	 “We	 make	 many	 critical
financial	decisions	over	the	course	of	our	working	years,	but	none	might	be	as
important	as	the	decisions	we	make	with	how	we	handle	the	money	we	saved
for	our	retirement.	Like	flying	a	plane,	we	want	our	retirement	incomes	to	be
steady	and	dependable.	Your	decision	will	likely	have	a	significant	impact	on
how	 much	 money	 you’ll	 have	 during	 retirement,	 and	 mistakes	 can	 be
catastrophic.”

When	Howie	first	walked	into	my	office,	he	was	about	two	years	out	from
retirement,	Jane	was	about	five	years	out,	and	Tom	was	looking	it	in	the	face.
They’d	 worked	 somewhere	 between	 thirty	 to	 thirty-five	 or	 more	 years	 to
accumulate	their	money	so	that	they	could	live	worry-free	for	the	next	twenty,
thirty,	 or	more	 years.	They	 all	wanted	 to	 spend	more	 time	doing	what	 they
loved.	 Howie	 wanted	 to	 travel.	 Tom	 and	 Jane	 wanted	 to	 lavish	 their
grandchildren	 with	 opportunities,	 take	 them	 to	 amusement	 parks,	 tour
museums	 with	 them,	 and	 generally	 have	 a	 good	 time.	 They	 were	 pretty
typical	 of	 my	 clients,	 who	 want	 to	 do	 whatever	 it	 is	 that	 they	 will	 enjoy
during	their	golden	years,	and	they	wanted	to	make	sure	that	they	had	enough
money	 to	 live	 comfortably,	 if	 they	 should	 need	 medical	 care.	 They	 feared
running	out	of	money	and	living	solely	on	Social	Security.

Some	people,	 like	 Jane,	 are	cautious	and	don’t	want	 to	 risk	any	of	 their
savings	to	avoid	this	outcome,	and	some	people,	 like	Howie,	gamble	with	it
all	on	the	table,	because	they	either	feel	invincible,	or	because	thinking	about
real	possibilities	 frightens	 them.	The	 last	 thing	 either	 of	 them	wanted	 to	 do
was	to	blow	it	all.	But	the	enticement	of	the	market	runs	and	the	terror	of	the
market	 drops,	 and	 the	 fear	 of	 the	 volatility	 distorted	 their	 thinking	when	 it
came	 to	how	to	stretch	 their	 savings	 for	 two	or	 three	decades	and	still	have
money	left	over	to	leave	to	their	heirs.

Some	people,	 like	Tom,	 just	 don’t	 know	what	 their	 options	 are.	And	 so



they	devise	plans	that	 in	 the	context	of	real	money	management	don’t	make
much	sense.	None	of	them	realizes	that	there’s	a	compromise,	a	middle	road.

Here’s	 a	 fact:	 The	 financial	markets	 are	 unstable,	 but	 there	 is	 a	way	 to
make	sure	that	you	don’t	run	out	of	money	during	retirement.

So,	how	do	you	get	security	while	at	the	same	time	take	advantage	of	the
market	 to	 provide	 a	 growing	 income	 stream	 throughout	 retirement?	 I’ll	 tell
you	how:	careful	planning	and	a	sound	strategy.

*		*		*

“Howie,”	I	said	one	day	at	 lunch,	“you	can’t	put	all	of	your	eggs	in	one
basket,	especially	money	you’ll	need	in	the	short	term,	and	when	I	say	short
term,	I	mean	five	years	out,	maybe	even	up	to	ten	years.	You	know	equities
have	some	major	short-term	volatility.	I	know	that	would	give	you	a	rush,	but
when	you’re	living	without	a	salary,	and	you’ve	taken	a	major	loss	with	all	of
your	 eggs	 in	 one	 basket,	 you	may	 see	 things	 differently.	 Let’s	 prevent	 that
from	 happening,	 my	 friend.	 And	 think	 about	 this:	 If	 you	 make	 systematic
withdrawals	from	equities,	you’re	going	to	end	up	selling	more	shares	when
prices	are	down,	using	up	more	of	your	retirement	savings.”

Jane	was	his	opposite.	She	needed	to	learn	how	to	take	a	little	risk	in	order
to	grow	her	retirement.	But	one	thing	was	certain—they	both	needed	me.

And	 they	 needed	 to	 meet	 with	 me	 regularly.	 It	 is	 critical	 for	 financial
planners	to	meet	with	their	clients.	Here’s	a	little	story	I	told	to	them:

“We	see	clients	who	come	to	us	with	products	and	portfolios	that	haven’t
been	 reviewed	 over	 the	 years.	 You’ve	 got	 to	 roll	 with	 the	 market	 or
potentially	be	clobbered	by	 it.	For	example,	 I	met	with	a	prospective	client.
When	Harry	started	his	business	 in	his	 late	 twenties	or	early	 thirties,	he	and
his	wife	had	this	impression	that	after	they	met	with	an	advisor	who	sold	them
a	 product	 and	 told	 them	 that	 if	 they	 just	 paid	 $500	 into	 it	 every	month	 for
their	working	lives	that	they	would	have	a	cash	flow	of	$60,000	a	year	when
they	retired,”	I	said.

“For	thirty	years,	they	just	put	the	money	in	and	did	not	ask	any	questions.
They	didn’t	even	meet	with	the	guy,	which	was	a	mistake,”	I	said.	“One	day,
they	showed	up	at	his	office	and	said,	‘Okay,	we	are	ready	to	retire.	We	are
ready	to	turn	this	investment	that	we	have	put	$500	a	month	into	for	all	these
years	into	a	cash	flow	of	$60,000	a	year	for	the	rest	of	our	lives.’	Long	story
short,	 it	was	 then	 that	 the	advisor	had	 to	say,	 ‘Oh,	wait.	 It	 looks	 like	 it	will
only	provide	$18,000	a	year.’	They	were	going	to	get	$1,500	a	month	instead
of	 $5,000	 a	 month.	 They	 went	 thirty	 years	 without	 checking	 in,	 without



making	any	course	corrections.	Those	were	critical	errors.”

I’m	not	 the	 type	of	financial	advisor	who	would	say	to	my	client,	“Give
me	all	of	your	money	and	call	me	when	you	need	some.”	But	rather	they	need
to	understand	why	it	is	invested	the	way	we	decided	to	invest	it.	They	need	to
understand	 why	 there	 are	 different	 time	 horizons	 and	 why	 each	 of	 those
different	 time	 horizons	 has	 a	 different	 investment	 in	 it.	 They	 need	 to
understand	which	buckets	are	going	to	be	volatile	with	the	stock	market	and
which	ones	are	not	and	why	it’s	that	way.

People	 think	 that	 they	 need	 to	 have	 complicated	 financial	 plans	 to	 be
successful.	The	reality	 is	 that	 they	do	not.	One	of	 the	beautiful	 things	about
Bucket	 Bliss	 is	 that	 it	 is	 understandable.	 Granted,	 many	 of	 my	 clients	 are
university	professors	and	are	very	bright	experts	in	their	own	discipline.	But
not	all	of	them	are	well	versed	in	finance,	or	even	interested	in	handling	their
own	 money.	 Even	 individuals	 who	 aren’t	 professors	 who	 have	 saved
$500,000	or	$600,000	over	 the	 course	of	 their	 careers	get	 it	 and	 are	 just	 as
excited	to	see	the	projections	once	their	numbers	are	put	into	the	software.	It
becomes	very	real	to	them.

I	did	not	invent	the	bucket	strategy,	but	I	have	refined	it	and	created	tools
to	make	 it	understandable.	 I	believe	 that	most	 retirees	are	best	 served	using
this	 strategy.	As	 a	 finance	 professor	 at	 a	major	 university,	my	 dad	 has	 had
decades	 worth	 of	 back	 and	 forth	 with	 the	 other	 finance	 professors	 and
economists,	 and	 he	 has	 come	 to	 the	 following	 conclusion	 about	 the	Bucket
Bliss	Strategy:	“It’s	a	strategy	that	simply	makes	sense.”

Money	can	buy	happiness.	That’s	why	I	call	it	Bucket	Bliss.



12

LANDING



SOMETIMES	 CONVENTIONAL	 WISDOMS	 AREN’T	 true.	 All	 of	 the
good	 things	 in	 life	 aren’t	 free.	Sometimes,	 there	 are	guarantees	 in	 life.	And
some	people	don’t	have	all	the	luck.

There	 is,	 however,	 one	 true	 piece	 of	 conventional	 wisdom—better	 safe
than	sorry.

It	was	 time.	 I	had	no	other	choice.	 It	was	9:45	p.m.,	and	 the	chances	of
another	 plane	 coming	 in	 for	 a	 landing	 were	 becoming	 slimmer	 than	 my
chances	 of	 running	 out	 of	 fuel.	 I	 banked	 the	 plane	 to	my	 right	 and	 headed
toward	 the	 highway.	 Once	 I	 was	 over	 the	 road	 below,	 I	 tried	 to	 find	 an
opening	among	 the	 red	 tail	 lights	 that	would	 leave	plenty	of	 time	 for	me	 to
make	an	emergency	landing	and	plenty	of	time	for	the	cars	behind	me	to	be
able	 to	stop	safely.	 I	 timed	 the	cars	on	my	watch	 to	see	how	fast	 they	were
going,	and	I	estimated	the	amount	of	space	in	the	gaps	between	cars.	I	circled
and	kept	looking,	but	there	was	no	gap	that	gave	me	the	amount	of	time	I	felt
I	needed	to	make	a	safe	landing.	I	kept	this	up	for	another	ten	minutes,	before
I	decided	I	had	to	ditch	the	plan.	I	was	only	delaying	the	inevitable.

I	 tugged	 on	my	 seat	 belt	 to	make	 sure	 that	 it	was	 secure	 and	 snug	 and
checked	 on	my	 passengers	 to	make	 sure	 that	 none	 of	 them	 had	 unbuckled.
They	were	still	engaged	in	conversation,	and	I	was	glad	that	they	didn’t	know
what	was	going	on.	I	didn’t	want	anybody	to	panic.

I	headed	over	a	dark	spot,	which	 I	hoped	was	a	 flat	 field.	 I	would	have
given	my	 right	 arm	 to	 be	 able	 to	 see	 the	 ground	 and	 get	 a	 lay	 of	 the	 land.
Clouds	had	rolled	in	from	the	west,	covering	the	moon	and	stars.	I	took	a	deep
breath	and	made	 the	decision	 to	do	what	 I	didn’t	want	 to	do.	 It	would	be	a
rough	landing.

Cirrus	Aircraft	 has	 a	 slogan,	 “Chute	 happens.	Live	with	 it.”	How	many
times	 had	 I	 chuckled	 at	 that	 play	 on	 words?	 Now	 I	 prayed	 that	 “Chute
happens.”	 Cirrus	 was	 the	 first	 aircraft	 company	 to	 install	 a	 full-airframe
parachute	 in	 the	 airplane.	Once	 fully	 deployed,	 the	 plane’s	 rocket-propelled
parachute	would	slow	my	descent	rate	to	about	17	miles	per	hour.	I	knew	that
the	design	of	 the	undercarriage	and	 the	energy-absorbing	engineering	of	 the
passenger	seats	would	prevent	any	injuries	and	we	would	walk	away	from	the
accident.	When	done	right,	the	strategy	had	a	100%	success	rate.	In	my	head,
I	rehearsed	my	pilot	briefing	to	my	passengers	and	glanced	to	the	sky	above
me	one	last	time.

I	 could	 hardly	 believe	 my	 eyes.	 The	 lights	 of	 a	 commuter	 flight	 were
peeking	 through	 the	 clouds.	 A	 flood	 of	 relief	 washed	 over	 me.	 I	 quickly



maneuvered	 the	 plane	 out	 of	 its	 flight	 path	 and	 toward	 the	 airport.	 Now,
timing	would	be	everything.	Once	the	pilot	of	the	commuter	flight	turned	on
the	runway	lights,	 they	would	remain	on	for	only	five	to	 ten	minutes	before
turning	off	again.	That	seems	like	a	lot	of	time	for	two	planes	to	land,	but	if	I
followed	 it	 too	closely	 I	would	 fly	 into	wake	 turbulence,	 sideways	 tornados
flaring	 from	 the	 wingtips	 of	 the	 larger	 aircraft	 as	 the	 higher-pressure	 air
beneath	the	wings	was	pulled	toward	the	lower	pressure	air	above	the	wings,
which	could	flip	the	plane	on	its	side	or,	worse,	into	a	spin.	These	winds	can
rotate	at	speeds	of	over	300	feet	per	second	before	slowing	down	and	sinking
toward	the	ground.	To	avoid	this	danger,	air	traffic	controllers	add	extra	time
between	 landings	when	small	planes	 follow	larger	ones.	 I	would	have	 to	do
the	same.

By	the	light	of	my	cell	phone,	I	ran	through	my	printed	checklists.	I	had	to
get	 down	before	 the	 lights	 turned	 off.	 I	 turned	 on	my	 headset	 hoping	 there
was	enough	power	to	run	the	intercom.	“We’re	getting	ready	to	land,”	I	said
calmly	 to	 my	 passengers.	 I	 muted	 my	 headset	 from	 their	 continued
conversation	 to	concentrate	on	what	 I	had	 to	do.	 I	waited	 for	 the	commuter
flight	 to	 clear	 the	 runway	 and	 then	 entered	 my	 final	 approach.	 I	 had	 the
runway	 in	 front	 of	 me.	What	 a	 beautiful	 sight.	Without	 any	 instruments,	 I
would	have	to	do	everything	by	feel	and	sight.	I	estimated	that	I	had	about	3
minutes	left	before	the	lights	would	go	out.

Pulling	back	on	the	throttle,	we	began	our	descent.	I	listened	for	the	sound
of	the	engine	to	change.	The	nose	dropped	slightly.	I	continued	to	lose	altitude
as	we	approached	the	runway.	The	radio	remained	quiet.	I	stayed	high	enough
on	the	glide	path	just	to	be	sure	I	wouldn’t	hit	any	wake	turbulence.

I	was	at	300	feet	and	seconds	from	touchdown	when	 it	 struck.	The	blue
approach	light	stanchions	were	beneath	the	plane	and	the	long	stretch	of	white
lines	of	 the	 threshold	were	quickly	 approaching.	Suddenly,	we	 felt	 a	 thump
and	seconds	later,	a	swift	lift	with	a	smack	to	the	left.	I	forced	the	plane	back
and	held	it	level.	The	wake	was	nothing	like	it	could	have	been	had	I	not	held
out	 as	 long	 as	 I	 had	 before	making	 our	 final	 approach.	 It	 could	 have	 been
disastrous,	and	I	had	another	difficult	task	that	I	had	to	deal	with	just	seconds
ahead.

I	had	no	landing	lights,	and	I	couldn’t	see	the	pavement.	I	didn’t	know	at
what	point	 to	flare.	 I	would	have	 to	rely	on	experience.	 I	 raised	 the	nose	so
that	 we’d	 touch	 down	 on	 the	 main	 wheels	 first,	 as	 is	 standard	 landing
protocol.	 I	 flared	 a	 little	 high,	 slowly	 dropping	 as	 I	monitored	 our	 distance
from	the	runway	lights	on	either	side,	then	pulled	the	throttle	back.	We	hit	the



runway—a	little	hard,	but	in	full	control—and	I	gently	applied	the	brakes.

We	were	safe,	and	no	one	appeared	to	have	noticed	that	anything	had	been
amiss.

Outside	of	the	plane,	I	ran	my	fingers	over	the	word	“ridiculous,”	“at	the
top	level	of	greatness	or	beauty;	an	event	or	 thing	worthy	of	memory,”	 then
looked	 at	Howie,	who	had	walked	over	 to	me.	He	held	out	 his	 hand,	 and	 I
shook	it.

“Steve,”	 he	 said.	 “I	 want	 to	 come	 on	 board.	 I	 trust	 you.	 I	 want	 to
experience	that	Bucket	Bliss	of	yours.”

Jane	 now	 stood	 by	my	 side.	 She	 nodded	 in	 agreement	 and	 opened	 her
arms.	We	embraced.

They	knew.

I	looked	15	feet	down	the	tarmac.	Tom	was	headed	for	the	car	rental.	He
turned	around,	gave	me	a	thumbs	up,	and	continued	on	his	way.	He	had	been
on	board	the	whole	time.

“Hey	Steve!”	he	shouted	looking	up	to	the	sky.	“Did	I	ever	tell	you	that
I’m	a	pilot?”
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SCHEDULE
A	FL IGHT



I	LOVE	TO	FLY.	There’s	an	amazing	feeling	of	freedom	in	the	air.	Yes,	there
are	inherent	dangers,	but	I	have	done	everything	in	my	control	to	be	the	best
pilot	 I	 can	be.	 I	 trained	at	Cirrus	headquarters	directly	with	 the	people	who
made	the	aircraft.	I	spent	days	in	a	cockpit	simulator	with	a	factory	instructor
throwing	every	curveball	at	me	until	I	was	certain	that	I	could	bat	it	out	of	the
park	every	time	under	every	circumstance—no	exceptions.

The	cockpit	simulator	at	Cirrus	headquarters’	is	14	feet	tall	and	has	a	220-
degree	wrap-around	screen	that	created	a	realistic	visual	experience,	including
every	possible	environmental	and	weather	scenario.	I	reviewed	and	mastered
aircraft	control,	use	of	avionics	and	autopilot,	and	engine	management.	I	went
through	 the	mechanics	of	 the	plane	with	a	Cirrus	engineer	 from	the	nose	of
the	 aircraft	 to	 the	 back	 of	 the	 tail,	 learning	 about	 every	 part	 and	 how	 they
work	 together	 like	 a	 surgeon	 learns	 the	 body.	 I	wanted	 to	 know	 for	myself
how	a	problem	that	can	appear	to	be	one	thing	to	a	mechanic	could	actually
be	something	else.	I	wanted	to	know	what	all	of	the	possibilities	were	so	that	I
could	preempt	any	dangerous	mechanical	situations	from	arising.

I	 rehearsed	 emergency	 procedures	 over	 and	 over	 again	 in	 order	 to	 be
prepared	 to	 handle	 any	 situation	 that	 could	 occur	 in	 flight.	 This,	 of	 course,
included	parachute	training.	After	all,	that’s	what	makes	this	plane	so	special.
The	entire	aircraft	has	a	worst	case	scenario	backup	plan	that	has	proven	time
and	time	again	to	save	lives	in	emergency	situations.

By	the	end	of	my	training,	I	was	confident	that	my	skills	and	judgment	to
safely	operate	my	plane	 in	any	situation	would	 land	 the	plane	safely	 just	as
I’m	 confident	 that	 the	 Bucket	 Bliss	 strategy	 will	 lead	 you	 safely	 to	 your
retirement	destination.

Schedule	your	flight	today	at	www.BucketBliss.com.

Travel	safely,

Stephen	R.	Swensen

Bucket	Bliss	Lead	Strategist

http://www.BucketBliss.com


The opinions expressed in this material is for general informational purposes only and the information 
contained herein should not be construed as personalized investment advice. Past performance is not 
necessarily indicative of future results. Therefore, no current or prospective client should assume that 
future performance of any specific investment, model, or strategy made directly or indirectly through 
this publication/communication, will be profitable or equal any performance level referenced directly or 
indirectly. 

Different types of investments involve varying degrees of risk and there can be no assurance that any 
specific investment will either be suitable or profitable for a client’s or prospective client’s investment 
portfolio. Information presented herein is subject to change without notice and should not be 
considered as a solicitation to buy or sell any security.
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