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The
Wisdom

Issue
Writers of a certain age on the
challenges, delights, surprises,
preoccupations, and freedoms

of growing older.

‘You stare into the mirror and an old
person stares back. And you think,
Who the hell is that?’
JENNiFER FiNNEY BOYLAN, K11

‘Maybe
I’m not a
blameless
victim of
ageism.
Maybe I,
too, am a
perp.’
BOB REGAN, K5

‘I do not
like old
people,
despite
that I am
one of
them.’

mARGO hOWARD,
K5

By Claudia Kalb

Library books are like zeitgeist barometers. if multiple copies are
checked out, the subject intrigues us; if there’s a waiting list, people are
obsessed. “how to Be Old,” amemoir published earlier this year by Lyn
Slater, falls into the latter category.When i went to borrow the book at
my local library, i discovered that all 12 copies (print, audiobook, e-
book, and Kindle) were checked out and the waiting list was 29 readers
long.

We all want to know how to be old. Still, the urgency of this quest
surprised even Slater, a social worker turned fashion guru who never in-
tended to focus her story on aging. But after launching her clothing
blog, “The Accidental icon,” in 2014, she discovered that readers were
interested inmore than her Yohji Yamamoto suits. Slater, then 61, had
rejected age as a variable in how she dressed, and her followers couldn’t
get enough of her. They loved Slater’s confidence, her flair, her exuber-
ance. She seemed to be galloping into
her 60s.

For Slater, themessage became
clear: “i make them feel less afraid of
being old.”

By the end of this year, a record 4.1
million Americans will have celebrat-
ed their 65th birthdays, and the num-
bers keep growing: The 65-plus co-
hort is expected to increase from 58
million in 2022 to 82million by 2050.

This milestone used tomark a de-
fined sequence of events: raise a glass
at the retirement party, pick up a hob-
by, and drift into senescence. But as
longer life spans have become a reali-
ty (the number of centenarians in this
country is expected to quadruple over
the next three decades), our encore
years have taken on a new kind of ur-
gency:What will become of us? how
canwe flourish rather than wither? is
howwe age a choice?

Wehavemore control
thanwe think

There’s no getting around the
physical insults we endure as we get
older. Eighty-eight percent of people
over the age of 65 have at least one
chronic condition and 64 percent
have two ormore illnesses. These in-
clude asthma, arthritis, cancer, chron-
ic obstructive pulmonary disease, dia-
betes, and heart disease.

Yet even if our DNA contains ge-
netic markers for disease, science is making it apparent that we have
the power to reduce the odds of getting sick.

Take dementia, a cognitive disorder that affects more than 55mil-
lion people worldwide. in 2024, scientists reported that modifying 14
risk factors — including high blood pressure, obesity, depression, physi-
cal inactivity, and smoking— could prevent or delay up to 45 percent of
dementia cases. That’s a big number. Andmany of the same lifestyle

AGING, K7

Is how we age a choice?

‘the hard-earned
wisdom I carry as
my mother’s legacy
— take no guff,
speak my mind, and
always respect
myself.’
RENEé GRAhAm, K6

‘When you finally encounter
death . . . life sort of achieves
this luminosity.’
SEBASTiAN JuNGER, K3
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