
 

REVIEWS

“This Is Getting Old is wry and dry—funny and bracingly honest. Paul 
Taylor is amusing and upfront about himself, boomers, marriage, 
purpose, health problems, and home renovation. Beautifully written 
and a delight from start to finish.”

—MARC FREEDMAN, author of How to Live Forever: The Enduring  
Power of Connecting the Generations

“With breezy wit and self-deprecating charm, Paul Taylor invites us 
into the intimate trials of aging, his careers as a journalist and social 
analyst, and his struggling optimism about his country. It is a memoir 
of pain and vision, gracefully written and deeply engaging.”

—DAVID K.  SHIPLER, Pulitzer Prize–winning author and former  
New York Times correspondent

“Paul Taylor’s deeply informed and beautifully written memoir of 
two married boomers’ personal and societal reckoning—poignant, 
amusing, thought-provoking, and ultimately hopeful—is a cross-gen-
erational pleasure. This is must reading for anyone who cares about 
who we are, how we got here, and what comes next.”

—RICHARD NORTH PATTERSON, New York Times bestselling  
fiction author and political commentator
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CHAPTER ONE

IT’S WEIRD THAT I’M THE SAME 
AGE AS OLD PEOPLE

I walk like an old man. Never used to. Stiff, slightly bent. Not yet a 
shuffle, no longer a stride. This isn’t the worst thing ever to happen 
to anybody, but I gotta say, it sucks. My wife Stefanie says I look like 
a cowboy after a hard day’s ride. As a kid I wanted to be a cowboy, so 
you’d think maybe that takes away some of the sting? Sorry, nope.

I’m not here to whine. When it comes to growing old, I have it 
easy. Others have it worse. 

My beautiful wife is slowly going blind. She’s had 27 eye surgeries 
over the past dozen years. She can’t drive; she has a hard time recog-
nizing faces; she gets startled by things that seem to sneak up on her; 
she’s become a one-woman wrecking crew in the kitchen; she can 
no longer make jewelry or pottery or stained-glass. On top of that –
and totally unrelated – she’s developed a strange movement disorder 
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that forced her to give up running.1 Periodically she’ll come home 
from her daily six-mile walk tilted wickedly to the left. Or sometimes 
to the right. She’s been seen by a bunch of specialists, including a 
whole gang of them at the National Institutes for Health, which hap-
pens to be located just a few blocks away from our house in Bethesda, 
Maryland. She’s stumped ‘em all.  Eventually they each get around 
to saying pretty much the same thing: You’re such an interesting pa-
tient! You’re such a healthy-looking sick person! And we have no frig-
ging idea what’s wrong with you! “And then,” as Stefanie likes to put 
it, “they fire me.”

So, yes, my wife has it a lot worse than I do. But of course, so many 
of our friends have it worse than either of us.  We have friends with 
Parkinsons, friends with MS, friends with Alzheimer’s, friends with 
heart problems, friends with stroke damage, friends with diabetes, 
friends with depression, friends with worn out body parts, friends 
whose careers cratered, friends whose marriages blew up, friends 
who’ve outlived their money, friends who’ve outlived their children, 
friends who’ve buried their spouses, and friends whose cancer treat-
ments are as bad as their cancer symptoms, which are horrible. And 
we have a mounting tally of friends who aren’t friends any more. 
They’re dead.

You live long enough, apparently this is how it goes. And yes, we’re 
not the first people this has happened to. Apparently it happens to 
just about everybody. But it’s the first time it’s happened to us!

First time, too, for our generation. Stefanie and I are Baby 
Boomers, the healthiest, wealthiest and most selfish generation ever 
to round third and barrel toward home. We got our name for being 
born and our fame for being young. We sorta figured we’d stay “for-
ever young,” as Bob Dylan put it.  And while we were at it, save the 
world.

1     When she could run, she could run forever. If you toted up all the miles she covered in 
half a century of running, Stef circled the globe four-and-a-half times.  
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Well, here we are now on the front stoop of old age – and good 
Lord what a fuck-up of a generation we've turned out to be. On our 
watch, America has suffered a collapse in economic mobility, social 
trust, civic faith, and family formation. A nation that used to be young 
and scrappy has gotten old and cranky. We’re aggrieved, tribal, stuck. 
We can’t find our can-do. We can’t agree on what’s real and what’s 
fake. Our public life chokes on its own bile. Each political party 
thinks the other is not merely misguided but evil. They collaborate 
only to bury future generations in debt. Or to create four-hour air-
port waiting lines. Or to preside over a sometimes-violent culture war. 
Whenever blood is shed or someone gets killed, we repair to our cor-
ners and grieve in red and blue.2 

By all means blame this hellscape on Donald Trump, the boomer-
in-chief who’s back in the White House with his blowtorch aimed at 
America’s values, norms, laws, alliances and common decency. Blame 
it, too, on the 49.8% of voters who, with eyes wide open, sent him 
there.  

But spare a few fingers to point at the entire boomer generation 
– the reds, the blues, everyone in between.  We’ve been pretty much 
running the show in America for the past four decades.  Boomer 
candidates have won eight of the last nine presidential elections -- 
two Democrats (Clinton and Obama); two Republicans (Trump and 
Bush); all four elected twice. Boomer politicians occupy 60 of the 
100 seats in the U.S. Senate. Boomer voters have been the largest age 
cohort in the electorate since the early 1980s. 

No other American generation has ever wielded so much politi-
cal power for so long. Nor has any generation ever done so much to 

2     A 2026 Pew survey found that 53% of Americans believe their fellow citizens have 
bad morals and ethics. Of 25 countries surveyed, the U.S. is the only one where a majority 
of the population holds itself in such low regard. In the U.K., 82% see their fellow citizens 
as morally good; in Mexico, 83%; in India, 88%; in Canada, 92%. 
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enrich itself at the expense of the young. We were gifted the American 
Dream on a platter. We’re passing along the table scraps. 

And the young have noticed. Most doubt their standard of living 
will match that of their parents. (They’re right). Fewer than a quar-
ter say they trust the government, the media or their fellow human 
beings. A majority say they’re embarrassed by our country. “When 
I make the case for American values and historic greatness, my son 
looks at me the way you look at a baby,” laments boomer novelist 
Anne Lamott. 

All this has played out in an era when America is undergoing un-
precedented demographic, social, racial and technological change. 
We’re enroute to becoming a majority non-white country at the same 
time a record high share of us is going gray and a record low share is 
making babies. These overlapping dramas have produced the widest 
chasm we’ve ever seen between the old (mostly white and conserva-
tive) and the young (mostly neither). A chasm over what, you ask?  
Oh, just the little stuff: identity, politics, religion, race, sex, gender, 
ethnicity, culture, marriage, patriotism, social media, news consump-
tion. Assuming the death rate holds steady at 100%, the generational 
baton will eventually pass and our culture, politics and institutions 
will be transformed. For the better? Let’s hope. But getting from here 
to there is going to be a shit show.  Already is. Maybe you’ve noticed.   

Back when I was a newspaper reporter, I wouldn’t have packed 
so much oomph into those last few paragraphs. “Never write never,” 
a grizzled editor told me when I was a cub. “You’ll never be right.” 
Later in my career I helped run a social science research institute. We 
called it a “fact tank.” Most of my colleagues had PhDs. Like journal-
ists, they were observers by temperament and training, with a bound-
less curiosity about human nature and a talent for asking good ques-
tions. Their looking glasses were different from those I’d learned to 
use in newsrooms. But they too had their admonitions. “If you’re not 
God, bring data.” 
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You want data? Here’s some data: When Stefanie and I were com-
ing of age amidst the craziness of the late 1960s, fewer than one in 
ten Americans told pollsters that they’d settle in another country if 
they had the chance. Today, one in three say they’d emigrate if they 
could. Huge change! But hold on a sec. Only about two percent of 
Americans today actually do live abroad. So that survey question mea-
sured a big change in attitudes, not behaviors. An important distinc-
tion. And a useful caveat. Surveys often illuminate, but in the wrong 
hands or context, they can deceive. Nobel Prize winning economist 
Ronald Coase put it well: “If you torture the data long enough, it will 
confess to anything.”

At the Pew Research Center, where I used to work, we tried very 
hard not to torture our data. And we produced a ton of it! We asked 
questions about aging, about the generation gap, about our political 
tribes and our culture wars, about changing racial attitudes, gender 
identities, household arrangements and marital trends, about social 
and religious values, about immigration patterns, about news con-
sumption habits and social media behaviors, about economic well-be-
ing, about labor force participation, about human happiness -- about 
anything and everything we could measure with public opinion sur-
veys, Census findings, election returns and news content analyses.  At 
around the time Trump came down his golden escalator, I crammed 
a bunch of that data into a book, The Next America, which tried to shed 
some light -- and throw some shade -- on the whole godawful mess.

You can divide my working life in half. For the first 25 years, I 
was a newspaper reporter. For the second 25, a political and media 
reformer, a demographer, a pollster, an author and a public speak-
er. The through-line is a conviction that democracies can’t survive 
unless they’re built on a foundation of facts. In an age when trolls, 
deepfakes, shit-posters and conspiracy peddlers seem to have the 
whip hand, the work done by empiricists like me has never been as 
important. Or as challenging. Or as unheeded. But one thing hasn’t 
changed. It’s still a blast.
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This book is two for the price of one. I’ll take a whack at chroni-
cling how our politics and public square became so toxic. And I’ll try 
to explain how a generation that came of age crusading for individu-
al liberties and social justice is stuck at dusk arguing about pronouns, 
vaccines and halftime shows.

But the bigger part of the book is a much smaller story.  It’s a com-
ing-of-old-age memoir about Stefanie and me and our lifelong love 
affair. It’s about the magical summer community in the Adirondacks 
where we met as toddlers and where we now watch our grandkids 
swim in the same lake and build castles in the same sand we played 
in as little kids. And frolic with playmates whose grandparents played 
with us when we were young. Grandparents who are taking the same 
bumpy ride into old age that we are.

It’s also about an audacious project that Stefanie and I embarked 
on shortly after we both turned 71 -- expanding the vacation home 
here in paradise we inherited from Stefanie’s folks.  Two boomers 
raging against the dying of the light.

We’ve pulled this off mostly with our own hands.  We’ve been at 
it for five years. It’s finally done! (OK, almost). It’s been unfathom-
ably rewarding and hugely challenging. We gutted and rebuilt the 
kitchen, added a new dining room, deck and portico, and somehow 
built 50 feet of winding stairs down a steep slope to the creek below. 
We clad all twenty-two exterior walls in gorgeous cedar trucked down 
from a sawmill north of Lake Placid. We rebuilt most of the floors, 
some of the ceilings and all the bathrooms, put up a new roof, put 
in a new laundry room, replaced or reframed 41 windows, repainted 
most of the rooms (the living room four times until we got the color 
right) and built a lovely little waterfall alongside the new stairs to 
our new front entrance. For the most demanding jobs we got lots of 
help from our son-in-law, a couple of local handymen and assorted 
plumbers and electricians, all of whom are way more skilled than we 
are. Could never have pulled this off without them. But day in and 
day out, year in and year out, it’s been mostly us. Me with the table 
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saws, chop saws, circular saws, rotating saws, screw guns, hammers, 
drills, wrenches, levels, squares, miter boxes, drywall knives, chisels, 
pry bars, joist hangers, caulk, joint compound, putty, corner bead, 
flashing, picks, shovels, mauls, mallets, shingles, post-hole diggers, 
cinderblock, plywood, pine studs, cedar boards, hemlock rafters, 
1x3s, 1x4s, 2x4s, 2x6s, 2x8s, 2x10s, 2x12s, 4x4s, 4x6s, 4x8s, 6x6s, 6x8s, 
8x8s, Tyvek, Trex, Sheetrock, Sacrete and Great Stuff; me dangling 
from ladders, scaling slopes, hauling lumber, stacking rocks. Stefanie 
as the general contractor, the kitchen designer and – low vision be 
damned – the wall and floor tiler. Stefanie as the worrier-in-chief, 
though I put in my time there too. Both of us on endless shopping 
trips together to Home Depot, Lowes, Ace Hardware, Tractor Supply, 
Harbor Freight, Lumber Liquidators, Hill Electric, Curtis Lumber, 
Luzerne Hardware, the Tile Store, and an assortment of sawmills, 
stone quarries and plumbing supply houses. And us shopping togeth-
er on the internet, where things often went poorly.

The project has been our shot at leaving a legacy. We threw every-
thing we had at it -- heart, mind, body, soul. And by God it’s turned out 
better than our wildest dreams. Damn near perfect. But at a cost. For 
one thing, my knees sorta died on the job. And for another, Stefanie 
and I spent most of the time driving each other nuts.

* 

When you’ve been married as long as we have, you’ll get asked: 
“What’s the secret?”  Neither of us has ever come up with a good 
answer. Stef’s stock response smacks of vaudeville: “Lack of imagina-
tion.” What I can report, after 55 years, is that marriages never stop 
evolving. Ours hasn’t. And not always for the better. Given all that’s 
gone right for us – loving family, great friends, mostly good health 
-- we should be gliding into our golden years on a magic carpet of har-
mony, happiness and gratitude. Yes, there’s that. But there’s also this: 
We’ve hurt each other’s feelings more in the last five years than we 
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did in the first fifty. Neither of us has adapted well to loss and decline. 
Stefanie has grown anxious; I’ve become bull-headed.  

We’re hardly the first old married folks who’ve had to cope with 
these plot twists and personality changes. They come with territory. 
“Wholly unprepared, [people] embark upon the second half of life…
with the false presupposition that our truths and ideas will serve us 
hitherto,” the Swiss psychiatrist Carl Jung wrote. “But we cannot live 
in the afternoon of life according to the programme of life’s morn-
ing—for what was great in the morning will be little at evening, and 
what in the morning was true will at evening have become a lie.”

As dusk descends, Stefanie and I are scrambling to rejigger the 
roles inside our relationship. So far we’ve done a lousy job. What 
used to come naturally now takes work. We need to adapt. All of this 
made the building of our masterpiece a pain in the ass as well as a 
triumph.  It’s led us to realize how different we are from each other. 
Maybe we always were? Hmm, not sure. Trying to figure this out. Next 
big project? 

*

That’s not all I’m trying to work out. For me, the worst thing about get-
ting old has been facing up to how clueless I’ve been about so much 
stuff I thought I understood. For half a century I made a good living 
as a skilled observer of political and human behavior. Yet I never saw 
Trump coming. Never got my mind around the mess my generation 
has made. Never thought the shadow of authoritarianism would be at 
our doorstep. Never imagined the cruelty and crazy of the dark web. 
Never contemplated a post-fact world. Saw lots of the trees; somehow 
missed the forest. So here I am at twilight -- a cockeyed optimist and 
raging empiricist heartsick for America, embarrassed for himself. 

No tears, please. I’m an old white guy with an Ivy League degree 
who’s had the deck stacked in his favor in more ways than he can 
count. Stale, pale, male, Yale. I grew up middle-class, attended good 
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public schools and was raised in a home overflowing with uncondi-
tional love. When I was a little boy my mom told me the world was 
going to be my friend. Boy was she right! But when you get to be my 
age, a happy childhood and a lifetime of good fortune can’t rescue 
you from being my age. Nobody gets a hall pass from getting old.   

There’s a scene in War and Peace, my dad’s favorite novel, in which 
Count Nikolai Rostov has his horse shot out from under him during 
the heat of battle. As he runs for cover, he thinks to himself: “There 
must be some mistake. They’re firing at me. Me, who everybody 
loves!” 

That’s how I feel about old age. There must be some mistake. It’s com-
ing for me. Me, who everybody loves!

I’m going to spend the rest of this memoir trying to get better at 
getting old. Trying to understand my country better. Trying to figure 
out how to save it. Trying to get my own mojo back. Before, um, you 
know. 

If you’re thinking about coming along for the ride, I’ve got a ca-
veat and a promise. 

The caveat: Don’t pick up this book expecting to find the magic 
formula for staying forever young. I ain’t got one. You’re better off 
cruising TikTok, where a bustling industry of anti-aging influencers 
serves up a bottomless banquet of science and quackery. They treat 
aging as a curable condition, death an avoidable fate. Who knows, 
maybe one day someone will finally crack the case. But then what?  

The promise: I’ll try to keep the whining about the way I walk to 
a minimum. It would be better if I could shut up about it altogether, 
but no, I don’t see that happening.   


