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        “Old age is an excellent time for outrage. My goal is to say or do at least one outrageous thing every week.”

        —Maggie Kuhn, founder of the Gray Panthers

        “There are years that ask questions and years that answer”

        —Zora Neale Hurston
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      I began to record my aging when I turned 80. I wrote The Kitchen is Closed: And Other Benefits of Being Old, then Leaving Home at 83, and now the book you're holding—or reading on a screen. I'm 87 now and want to begin Now What? by giving you a sense of first how—and then why—it has felt essential for me to write about these years.

      As a child, stories about people’s lives entered my eager ears through the glowing bulbs in the back of a 1944 white Crosley radio on the night table beside my bed. I escaped to my bedroom after dinner as quickly as I could, got ready for bed long before I needed to, and settled on my pillow, reached over to turn on the radio, turned off the lights, and let the words wash over me. I spent thousands of hours listening in the quiet, learning how other people lived, eager for the interactions of ordinary daily life, sounds absent in my house.

      At night, I'd lie in bed looking at the spines of my books neatly lined up in my white bookcase and imagine my friends asleep inside their pages. Even now, the sign of a spine can bring the book in its entirety back to me, a threshold to a world the author created.

      I devoured books, indiscriminately, passionately, urgently apprenticing myself to language that transported me to worlds of mystery, of love, of connection. There was always a stack of ten books on my bedside table, the maximum the librarian would allow students to check out at one time, each new book a doorway to a world I was eager to enter, leaving my own behind.

      The stories I read myself led directly to my own attempts to create my own. I began to speak in the pages of my diary, recording a hidden life in a hidden book. The blank pages received and held my hesitant words, revealing in great detail what it was to be me. Then, such confessions were intended to be private. Only much later did I begin to understand the value of describing and defining my life in public. I learned that if I didn't use my own words to describe what it was to be me and what I saw in the world around me through my own eyes, the descriptions of me and of my world wouldn't be the truth of things.

      Seven years ago, I squared my spindly shoulders and entered my 80s. I was sure I knew what to expect, given that I had lived through my 70s, but I quickly realized I had almost no idea what this decade would require of me. In a discomforting echo of how my 60s didn't prepare me for the complexities of my 70s, I soon found myself in unfamiliar and increasingly demanding terrain. I was still me, of course, and relievedly most of the time, that came in handy. But what used to be the case was becoming irrelevant, immaterial, and often entirely beside the point.

      I did what I have always done when trying to make sense of something I don't yet understand: I wrote about it. The Kitchen is Closed: And Other Benefits of Being Old was my discovery and exploration of what being old means to others and what it represented for me. I wrote about the limitations of aging bodies. The freedom to release all the responsibilities that shaped the earlier decades of our lives. The tender foolishness of worrying that our car keys may be in the freezer. (They never are.) The proper nouns that continue to disappear. The freedom to no longer care about the things that once mattered so desperately. The pleasures of our own company. The truth about us. Funny. Bawdy. Vulnerable. Fearful. Ridiculous (that's where my pedicures come in.) Kitchen was an invaluable record, illuminating those early beginnings of my 80s.

      Three years later, the second book, Leaving Home at 83, was my account of a massive rupture—the story of my impulsive and fearful self-exile from my community and fifty-year life in the San Francisco Bay Area. Wanting a way to live closer to my daughters, I moved into what my mother would have scornfully called a "place" in Phoenix.

      Those years required me to confront the fading struggle to sustain my autonomy. The growing, conflicted longing to be taken care of, as I grew more vulnerable, was something I disapproved of in myself and had fought against all my life. Both longings were embedded in my desire "not to be a burden to those I love." Familiar?

      Now What? Notes From the Front Lines of Old Age is my third book about living while old. I'm closer to 90 than 80 now and am happily settled into an independent (so far) life in Tucson that works for me. My understanding of life in the old and slow lane has deepened as I've made my way through this decade, and in Now What, I want to incorporate more of who I was before I got old and how I'm living those identities now. All of my current publicity materials describe me this way:

      Old. Jewish. Queer: All the rest is commentary.

      One-word descriptors now feel insufficient and merely suggestive. To illuminate the richness of the identities that have shaped and defined my life, I turn to the framework of a spaghetti western—the good, the bad, and the ugly—well, perhaps if not ugly, at least some less-than-attractive truths from the front lines of my old age.

      I live in an America that requires more of me as a lesbian and a Jew than I had anticipated, and these realities shape my old life. My mothering involves more lying to my lovingly overprotective daughters. My friends are dying, moving to be near children and restarting their lives, caring for sick partners, and being sick themselves. We're all a big, loving mess.

      Very little is what I had expected, but that's been true of the entire decade so far. I still awaken intending to seize the day, but the news, or my knee, or not having enough milk for that first, critical cup of coffee can leave me without the focus required for sustained seizing. Being a writer, an activist, an old Jewish Queer, a mother to two middle-aged daughters, and a part of a far-flung community of women all require my full attention. I'm at the end of things and need to extract all the juice I can out of every one of these days.

      Extreme oldness offers unexpected opportunities as well. I've finally won my lifelong battle to close a book I'm not enjoying or understanding, especially if it's one by a literary figure considered extremely deep, subtle, and avant-garde. I've had a lifelong struggle to understand avant-garde writing and am never entirely sure what the author is trying to get at. Now, if I'm not drawn in by the fiftieth page, that's it. But only after glancing at the last couple of pages to see where the story was headed and ultimately went. I'm no longer concerned with the potentially hurt feelings of the absent, albeit famous, author.

      I say 'no thank you' more often. I soften the no with a thank you because I am my mother's child. Still, the no’s come more easily than they once did. Sometimes I add a mini lie to the no. I don't like to drive at night. Or in the rain. Or because of the noise level in restaurants, the crowds at lectures and performances, the darkness in winter, and the heat in summer. I can always find something to add to my ‘no’ so that I'm left making only the choices I want to, and not hurting anyone's feelings. What's left are the yeses. It feels like freedom. (Thank you, Jon Batiste)

      A heads up: there is not a single bit of uplift, and no suggestions about self-improvement discreetly nestled into these chapters. I don't know how you should live, feel, or think; I have no big life lessons to offer, nor any crone-like sagacity. I suspect you're just fine as you are. After all, you've been yourself for a long time.

      In these pages, I offer some of the reflections that remain after a life in which I invited the stories of women, wrote about them, and lived long enough to uncover and reveal my own stories that had been hiding in plain sight. This is some of who I am right now—a glimpse that I hope will lead you to recognize something of yourself as well. And maybe consider forming a circle with other old women to talk everything over. Welcome.
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      In the space of eleven chaotic months, I had left my home of fifty years after a health scare, moved into a retirement community to be closer to my daughters, left there after nine unsuccessful months, and landed with a thump in Tucson, fragile, vulnerable, and scared.

      Everything in my apartment was brand new; the original building had been a Benedictine monastery, now transformed into an upscale apartment complex after the aging sisters returned to their Mother House in the Midwest. It was the newness that captured me. I wanted to be new, to begin again.

      There was a market, a library, a drugstore, and an art theater, all within walking distance. I felt a guarded optimism, along with a continuing sense of displacement and a stubborn determination, intermittently interrupted by bouts of weeping.

      By the end of my first week, boxes had been emptied, broken down, and put outside. Dishes were neatly stacked in the cabinets, clothes were folded in drawers and hung on hangers, and shoes were lined up on the closet floor. My books filled the bookcases lining the wall in my study, with my current choices piled next to my bed in the order I intended to read them. Along with milk, coffee, bread, and other essentials, I bought fresh flowers, arranged them carefully in a vase I had bought in Jerusalem, and put them in the center of my freshly polished coffee table.

      Since I was beginning this last chapter of my life in July, which for the uninitiated means months of three-digit heat, exploring Tucson would have to be put on hold until the summer ended. I would begin in an air-conditioned cocoon where all human contact would be navigated on Zoom. I could do this. I had to do this. Tucson was the last stop on this train.

      I was the oldest resident of the Benedictine, like everybody's grandmother. As a result, I was either invisible to these sturdy young people or besieged with unnecessary offers to hold the door or carry packages, as though my gray hair and wrinkles required their physical attention. I’d smile warmly and demur, although I suspect there will be a time in the not-too-distant future when I'll be grateful for their kind assumptions of my inability to fetch and carry.

      One of the selling points of my decision to move into a residential community in Phoenix was that I would be fed three meals a day. I always disliked cooking and was never very good at it. After I had provided meals for my daughters with sufficient skill and incorporation of all the food groups, so that they left home as well-nourished young adults, I ate in cafes and found the best-prepared soups and salads, takeout Indian and Chinese food, and rotisserie chicken available. I ate anything I didn't have to cook myself.

      Now, I had a spacious, sleek, modern, white, and brushed-silver kitchen with an abundance of pantry space, so I determined to fill it up with a respectable range of supplies. I decided to launch my new kitchen, not by whacking a bottle of champagne against the refrigerator (which had crossed my mind), but by cooking a T-bone steak. It would be a treat since I ate very little red meat, and I would return to the pleasures, few though they are, of cooking. That is, until the fire engines arrived.

      Off I went to a well-reviewed butcher to get a steak. If I were going to eat meat, it would be the best quality—my body a temple and all that. The next afternoon, as my upcoming feast was transitioning from the refrigerator to room temperature, I began my preparations, gathering the ingredients with the same attention given to a rarely practiced ritual.

      I placed my cast-iron skillet in the oven to heat until it reached the necessary 400 degrees. Leaving the oven on, I removed the skillet and put it on high on the electric oven top. Into it went side one of a gorgeous oiled, salted, peppered steak for the first sear. My kitchen was filled with the glorious smell of cooking meat. After exactly the correct number of minutes (I looked it up), I turned the steak over, already anticipating the meal that awaited me. A meal consisting entirely of steak. Why gild a lily?

      But now the smell was accompanied by smoke. The vent fan I had turned on didn't even make a dent in the clouds that were forming and enveloping the kitchen. I opened the patio door and aimlessly waved my arms around as if to invite the smoke to move in the direction of the outdoors, but within minutes, the smoke detectors went off. Everywhere in my wing of the complex. Populated by my very young neighbors.

      I was now the object of my once dismissive assumptions about the kind of people who set off alarms. When I was still merely sixty and living in the apartment in California that had been my home for twenty-four years, the alarm went off at least once a month, nearly always at dinner time. The stairwells became clogged with disgruntled tenants following the recorded booming instructions to leave the building. The fire trucks arrived, and groups of people whispered about what they were certain was going on and who was undoubtedly at the root of it all. Within a half hour of milling around, we were given the all-clear and re-entered the building.

      Whenever there was a cluster of such alarms, several in a week or two, the responsible old person was moved by their worried children to a residential facility where kitchens were no longer a part of their lives. We all, the younger residents, I mean, looked at each other and shrugged. Another kitchen fire. Nothing to be worried about. Old, confused, and ready to move to the next stage of life, people set off fire alarms. Not us.

      Now, my alarm continued to clang as I held my breath, staring at the sprinklers in the ceiling, silently pleading with them not to do anything. If they had, my apartment would have been entirely flooded by the time the firefighters arrived. Those prayers were answered, but the alarm continued its insistent ringing through the hallways. I opened the front door, looked down the corridor, and was met with a half dozen faces peering out of their doors. Taking a deep breath, I stepped out in my caftan and slippers to let them know that all was well. It was just me searing some meat. I ducked back inside, not wanting to see the expressions on their faces and feel any more humiliated than I already was.

      We exited the building; the most cavalier took the elevators, while everyone else clattered down the stairs, with me alternating between remorseful smiles and an averted gaze. I had become that old woman now—the one who was not to be trusted with a stove. Any efforts at redirecting my embarrassment by blaming the poor quality of the hood's ventilation system wouldn't give me any traction against my sense of mortification. That's one, I thought. Two more, and it's assisted living for me. Going forward, I may gently sauté a chicken breast or a piece of salmon, but the cast-iron pans are permanently out of service.

      After several days had passed, an interval during which I hoped the young people had forgotten what I looked like and had returned to more interesting
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