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All last week, I resisted temptation.

No matter how low the markets sunk under the oppressive weight of Lehman Brothers, Merrill Lynch and AIG, I refused to look at the balance in my 401(k) account.

I'm a good 30 years away from retirement, and I don't plan to touch that money until I'm silver-haired and devoted to daily hammock-lounging.

So why should I bother tormenting myself now about my shrinking nest egg? Seeing the damage would only tempt me to move some of my money out of the volatile stock market - exactly what I shouldn't be doing, according to Charles Buck.

Buck, a certified financial planner based in Woodbury, Minn., recalls similar market turmoil in the mid-1970s, when he was just out of college. Then, as now, the markets faltered. He got nervous and yanked the little money he had out of stocks.

As a result, he sold at a loss and wasn't in the game to recoup his money when the market rebounded.

"I would have been better off waiting it out, and that's basically the attitude I've had since 1982," Buck told me.

If you're contributing to stocks through your 401(k) now, keep contributing, he says.

And if you've been thinking about upping your level of contribution, now is as good a time as any.

"We've had a major markdown in the prices of stock," he said. "If you wait, when do you get in?"

An old adage applies to people who try to time the markets, Buck says. They have to be right twice - when they get in the market, and when they get out.

If you still find it impossible to sit idly while your money erodes in a down market, there are some moves you can make now. If your portfolio is out of balance, you might want to move some money around within it, says Buck.

What is considered balanced? For young adults in their 20s, he recommends 90 percent stocks and 10 percent bonds. As people get closer to their thirtieth birthdays, an 80-20 division probably is better, he said.

He's a fan of target-date retirement funds that keep your portfolio balanced for you as you age.

Yes, Buck conceded, last week was "wild and wooly."

Even when you're not looking at your retirement-fund account balance, watching the Dow Jones Industrial Average tick ever lower can be ulcer-inducing.

If you're a young adult, just take a deep breath. You might find, like I do, that ignorance is bliss. If so, don't even look at your account balance.

Conventional wisdom says the markets will eventually come back, especially when you have several decades to wait them out.

"We have business cycles, and this one seems to have gotten a little out of hand," Buck.
