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For Wendy




Introduction


One of the great stage successes of the 1950s in London and New York was The Boy Friend by Sandy Wilson. A comic pastiche of musical shows of the 1920s, it is set on the French Riviera and concerns the romantic shenanigans of the girls at Madame Dubonnet’s School for Young Ladies.


I won’t even begin to describe the labyrinthine plot, except to say that in Act 3 a silly old fool called Lord Brockhurst sings ‘It’s Never Too Late to Fall in Love’ with a particularly flirty young lady named Dulcie.


‘It’s never too late to have a fling,’ he warbles. ‘For autumn is just as nice as spring. And it’s never too late to fall in love.’ To which she responds with the immortal line ‘Boop-a-Doop, Boop-a-Doop, Boop-a-Doop’ before going on to agree that ‘One never drinks the wine that’s new. The old wine tastes much nicer.’


Time was when a man of advancing years or more could fall for a gel young enough to be his daughter and be considered as little more than an amusing cove and something of a goer. As for the Dulcies of the day, well … there have always been young women who go for the older man.


In these sterner times, any man over the age of fifty expressing romantic sentiments to a young lady – however frivolously – runs a serious risk of being asked to resign from his club, if not worse.


On that occasion, the noble troubadour – caught in mid-warble by his wife – got off with a sharp wigging. Fair enough. Silly old fool. He should have been keeping cave.


But who is to say that after a certain age men should no longer be allowed to admire youth and beauty? And not only to admire them, but to express their sentiments in no uncertain terms? An older woman can be as flirtatious with a younger man as she wants, and no one thinks the worse of her.


Love can strike anyone at any time, regardless of age or sexual inclination. Falling in love is not a prerogative of the young. There are any number of members of both sexes at different moments in their lives who find love for the first time, or the second, or even the third, following a death or a divorce – sometimes with a younger partner, sometimes with someone of their own age, occasionally with someone he or she has known in an earlier life.


Love that flowers late in life is often the strongest and most enduring, and it is in celebration of such love that these poems have been written.


There is a school of thought that would have one believe that the older one is when one falls in love, the greater the chance of making a pig’s ear of things – in the early stages, anyway – partly because even if one manages to pluck one’s youthful chat-up lines from the sludge of memory, the chances are one will have forgotten what to do next.


On the whole, though, most discover that by the time they reach middle age and beyond, they are more than capable of taking awkward moments in their stride and rising above them.


At all events, this book should help to reassure its silver-haired readers that not only do more and more people find love in later life, but that – often against all the odds – most of them manage to sustain it. Which is why the short stories in this collection (for that is what these poems are, in disguise) are as much about keeping marriages going as they are about heading for it.


As the years go by, contentment becomes more and more a condition to be cherished, and couples find it in many different forms: in shared pleasures at the bridge table, on the tennis court, in the herbaceous border, on a bicycle made for two, or simply in warm companionship.


Mind you, few manage to keep their marriages going without driving each other potty from time to time. The grit in the oyster is usually some trivial and inexplicable quirk of behaviour, such as disappearing upstairs just as lunch is on the table, or repeating long-winded anecdotes, or insisting on wearing clothes that should long since have found their proper home in the local household waste recycling centre.


But what ensures that a marriage remains on an even keel more effectively than the odd spot of brisk bickering?


Those who have happy memories of musical comedies such as The Boy Friend (i.e. the generation for whom this book is mainly intended) will not need reminding that what made these shows such hits in the gloomy, black-and-white days of the 1950s was the lightness of touch of the plots, the music, and, above all, the high-spirited lyrics.


This collection is not without its occasional moments of sadness, of disappointment and of regret; but a light touch has prevailed which, like Sandy Wilson’s, might help to raise a few spirits – and a few smiles – on St Valentine’s Day and beyond.




All the Wrong Moves






When an older man starts courting after too long 
on the shelf,


He often finds he’s lost the art of being just himself.


He bumbles and he fumbles like a teenage debutant


Who is trying to act like Brosnan in a fancy 
restaurant.


He’s forgotten all his chat-up lines, yet still cannot 
stop talking,


And telling awful jokes, not knowing he’s a dead 
man walking.


All too often, basic hygiene has a tendency to suffer;


BO and halitosis are sure signs of an old buffer.


And unattractive habits can abruptly raise their 
head


When an oldie has his mind on rather better 
things – like bed.


When Dave Trout took a fancy to the widow from 
next door,


He asked her round for dinner – and perchance a 
little more.


The table glowed with candlelight, the champagne 
was on ice;


She looked around and ate a crisp and said, ‘Well, 
this is nice.’


The prawn cocktail was a triumph and the steak 
just hit the spot;


The Merlot slipped down easily, they both drank 
quite a lot.


The atmosphere was warming up, the time was 
almost right


For Dave to make his move like any parfait, gentle 
knight.


With coffee and an After Eight he felt he couldn’t 
miss.


As he placed them on the table, he leaned forward 
for a kiss,


And tripped and spilt the coffee and got into such 
a flap,


She ended with a coffee-flavoured toupee in her lap.
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Anyone for Tennis?






John Betjeman was not a man to pussyfoot around;


His penchant for athletic girls is generally 
renowned.


His singles with Miss Hunter Dunn held keen 
young players breathless;


Their late-night car park tryst was told in verse one 
might call deathless.


That great big mountainous sports girl, Pam, was 
passionately adored;


The tall Olympic girl had young John well and truly 
floored.


But callow love will have its day and beauty fades 
too soon;


The days grow cold, and hair turns grey, and 
autumn’s far from June.


Late-flowering lust is all that men can hope for in 
old age;


The rapture that they felt in youth is oft replaced 
by rage.


To fall in love when young was just like falling off 
a log,


And no amount of skill can teach new tricks to an 
old dog.


A moment of flirtation that might launch a 
thousand ships


Has now become the subject of embarrassment and 
quips.


The girls one played long rallies with were sweet, 
but could be tough,


And secretly we knew that we were not quite up to 
snuff.


It mattered less who won or lost than who could 
catch the girl;


With luck the score became love-all, and life one 
glorious whirl.


But now that we are old and fat and liable to sweat,


There’s little chance that we’ll once more find love 
across the net.


We will not know that thrill again; we’ll never feel 
the same;


But those girls are our partners now and we have 
won the game!
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