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A FINAL WORD


INTRODUCTION
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I took my first skiing lesson on my fiftieth birthday. My children had left for college or marriage, and there was a lot of expensive ski equipment in the closets. I figured somebody should be using that equipment, and it might as well be—me. I’d been an amateur athlete (really amateur) all my life, and after about twenty lessons, I learned how to turn and stop and snowplow, and ski down the fall line.
But on my fifty-first birthday, I was standing at the top of a black-diamond, or expert, slope and I was afraid to go down the hill.
“I can’t do this!” I whined to the instructor. “It’s too steep for me. What can I do?”
“Shut up and ski,” the instructor answered. “You know how.”
Since then, whenever I find myself apprehensive about doing something that seems too difficult, like driving in California traffic, I say to myself, “Shut up and drive! You know how.”
Now, if I hear any protests from any of you that you’re just too old to do the things I’m about to outline, all I can say to you is:
Shut up and live! You know how.


CHAPTER 1
[image: image]
finding the way
SO THIS IS WHAT HAS HAPPENED
In spite of illness, in spite even of the archenemy sorrow, one can remain alive long past the usual date of disintegration if one is unafraid of change, insatiable in intellectual curiosity, interested in big things, and happy in small ways.
—Edith Wharton, A Backward Glance


When I was seventy-two, I was sure I was going to die. I wasn’t sick, and all of my appendages were intact, but both my parents died at seventy-two, and I had been convinced for many years that dying was the thing to do at seventy-two. In fear, I went to a psychiatrist to determine whether I was really being called upon to check out. The psychiatrist told me that it was a good thing I’d come to see him, as there was indeed a well-known psychiatric phenomenon known as the anniversary syndrome: many people have died on the precise date on which some family member or loved one has died. Then he assured me that it was not required of me to toe up at this time. He reminded me of the great differences between modern medicine and the primitive medicine practiced only a generation ago, of the changes in diet, the changes in lifestyle, and the improved environment. In fact, he said, looking me over, “You have every chance of living to a hundred!”

Age doesn’t matter unless you are cheese.
—Billy Burke


Oddly enough, that was worse news to me than a death sentence. I had, without thinking, modeled my life after my parents’: I had read the books they read, espoused their politics, and after retirement, I had traveled as they had. Unwittingly, I had anticipated that my life would end, as theirs had, at seventy-two. Suddenly, here I was with no road map to direct me to—horrors!—possibly one hundred years.
So I said to him, “But I have no guidelines to live that long. How am I going to know how to live for the next twenty-eight years?” He replied, with a little smirk on his face, “That, my dear, is something you’re going to have to work out for yourself.”
STRANDED!
There I was—alive—and without the faintest idea what was going to happen to me next, hoping for the troops to come and rescue me. Alas, the Marines were otherwise engaged, and I would have to go it alone. I thought of the doctor on Mount Everest, buried in the snow with no one to rescue him. He survived, and perhaps I could, too. Take one day at a time, I thought.

Currently the fastest-growing segment of the population consists of people one hundred and older.


And now, following that formula, I’ve made it to ninety-three, with a clear blueprint of where I’ve been and how I got there. I’m not alone. Most of us are living longer than our parents did, many of us with no guidelines to see us through these critical years. For those who find themselves without a clear picture of how to live from wherever they are to wherever they’re going, I offer this road map. This map is not only for old folks. Younger colleagues I meet at audiology conferences and younger women I’ve played tennis with—all of them “girls” in their forties, fifties, sixties, seventies, and eighties—often tell me, “You’re my role model: what’s your secret?”
This is an attempt to answer their questions. It seems I have a role to play, and play it I will.
HOW IT IS: LIFE AT NINETY-THREE
I wake up after seven hours of sleep interrupted by infrequent bathroom visits (helped by surgical bladder repair), breathe in my inhalants for my COPD (chronic obstructive pulmonary disease, or smoker’s lungs; I had smoked until age fifty-five), loosen up my hip bursitis, put in my partial (nicely anchored to my tooth implants), put reading glasses on over my 20/20 vision (thanks to surgically implanted plastic lenses), put drops into my drying eyes, do a quick head maneuver (to eliminate dizziness associated with benign paroxysmal positional vertigo), stick my hearing aids into my ears, take my high-blood-pressure pills and my Premarin, then an Aleve for all my arthritic joints, then my Nexium for the reflux that causes my cough, do my Theraband therapy for my torn shoulder ligaments, place a Band-Aid on another bloody scuff of my sun-fragiled skin, check on the healed sutures of my recent brain-tumor surgery and on my facial precancerous healing spots, change the bandage on my leg’s skin cancer, do my stretches, and lift my weights; then I look in the obit column, and if I’m not there, I breathe a thankful prayer to modern medicine and go out and play tennis. If it’s winter, I may head for the ski slopes. I go very slowly, of course. But I go.
That’s what it’s all about: how to deal with all the ailments of old age. Forget about them, and get a life! Not only that, though you may not think it possible—get a life that’s dashing, exuberant, a little crazy, but also one that becomes a model for all those sixty-five-year-olds who think that the fun life ends at sixty-five. It includes good sex, lots of exercise, close friends, capable doctors, intelligent eating, and a touch of the extreme.
 

Laughter is the key to survival. The alternative is unacceptable.
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A sense of humor has carried me through some agonizing years, having lost two husbands to Alzheimer’s disease. During more than twenty years of caring for these men I have had to laugh at myself as often as I have laughed at them. You simply have to think it’s funny when you find his dirty socks in the refrigerator, or the wastebasket used for a toilet, or all the clocks taken apart and the lamps dismantled. Or when you come into
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