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This book refers to no real characters, living or dead, especially not Jennifer, Tanya, Carol, Hazel, Nova, Clare, Ian, Martin,
Syrrel, John, Dicky, Jimmy, Val, Olga, Jacqueline, Shirley, Elisa, Esther, Nicholas, Nina, Myland, Alison, Anne, Munch, Christine,
Ronald, Richie, Hilary, Ginny, Finny, my daughter Amy and my mother Clarice without whom . . .





Beginning of the End






It’s a difficult age, fifty-three. Birthdays whiz by, the body deteriorates. No wonder people feel glum. I notice that the

bottom of my thigh is beginning, very slightly, to hang over my knee. This is surely the beginning of the end. I don’t think I shall fight it. I have been advised to drink lots of milk and do weight-bearing exercises.


‘What are they Doctor?’


‘Walking.’ I do this daily with the dog so I’m all right. I shall conceal the overhang with clothing, or not care. It’s that

or a total body support stocking and mask. All around my peers are busily having face-lifts. I have a stare at Mrs X at a

party. She has had one. She certainly looks very smart, her face lovely and smooth, all those spider naevi gone, the cross-patch

lines stretched out, and she has cleverly positioned herself with her big fat bottom in the corner and the lovely new face

glowing out at everyone, so no one notices the bottom.




She had the face done in America, says she, where they know what they’re doing. And oh look! There’s Mrs Y. She’s had one

too. I look closely. No visible signs. No stitch marks, no frill of skin round the side where it’s all been gathered up and

tied in a knot. Or was it the lip-fattening that she had?




My friend Gillian has had a bosom implant. She, for a change, wants to look older, like a mature woman. She’s never had a

bosom in her life, even after three children, just two small flaps on her chest. Even the doctor sympathised and granted her new bosoms on the National Health. She is thrilled to bits with them. They look perfect and stick out like anything,

almost pneumatic and slightly rude-looking. She now lives happily with her three children and new bosoms in the country. Her

husband visits at weekends.




I have heard that such bosoms go lumpy if you go out in the cold. I warned Gillian to wrap up warmly. And do they deteriorate

like ordinary bosoms? Will the face-lifts droop back into creases and the new fat lips shrivel again? I hear that one often

has to have the face relifted two or three times. Perhaps people should just walk on their hands or stand on their heads.

Then the skin would drop the other way, smoothing out the wrinkles, without all that painful surgery, danger and expense.




‘Oh who’s that lovely woman standing upside-down,’ people would call out. ‘Her complexion is perfect.’


And being upside-down is of tremendous benefit to haemorrhoids. As the body falls apart, the piles tend to fall out rather

more. They too need to be pushed the other way.




‘What shall I do for the best Doctor?’ I have asked. ‘Lie down, sit down?’


‘Try standing on your head,’ said the Doctor. It was her little joke, but perhaps more sensible than she knew.


But physical deterioration can be put to good effect. My Grandma, an astute businesswoman, slightly fiddled the prices on

the garments in her shop during the war. She charged a little more that she should have done and didn’t pay her purchase tax

properly. Then she was found out and had to go to court.




She pulled her grey hair into wild, sticking-out strands, put her hat on wrong and took her teeth out.


‘I’m a poor old woman,’ she whimpered at the jury. ‘My husband’s run away and left me with three children and the shop to

look after (which was true) and I don’t know what I’m doing.’




The jurors’ hearts melted, Grandma got off scot-free and built up a flourishing business in the High Street. Not that I condone

Grandma’s fraud, but she did have a more positive attitude to ageing. And luckily for her no one ever saw your knees in those

days.







Escape from Death Row






I have just rescued my mother from Wessex General Hospital, or the antechamber to Hell.




‘Don’t send her there,’ I begged the Doctor, the Sister, the Nurses and a Manager. ‘Her husband recently died there on a trolley,

her sister-in-law developed huge and fatal bed-sores. She’ll think she’s never coming out again.’




They sent her there.


‘We have a bed crisis,’ Sister rings me apologetically at ten at night from the Wessex County. ‘We’re sending her to Wessex

General.’




‘We call it Death Row,’ I drone.


‘Oh I wish you wouldn’t,’ says Sister prettily. ‘It’s not that bad.’


My mother has angina. She is very anxious, say all medical staff. The anxiety is making the angina worse. Then they send her

to Death Row to relax.




I whiz down from London to get her out. It is unpleasant having an elderly parent incarcerated in such a place. She is wild

to escape, dressed and striding up and down the ward waving her stick, the only patient moving. The others are very pale and

mostly asleep. The odd subdued visitor sits in attendance. It is deathly quiet. But we cannot leave. My mother’s supply of

pills is missing. Pharmacy cannot find them. This is obviously another ploy to minimise anxiety. Another delay. Just as we

are about to leave in a bate without them and return later, the pills appear. We escape at last and whiz to the post office, the fish shop, lunch club and hairdresser. No angina.

My mother rings the doctor to report her release.




‘What do you want now?’ snaps the receptionist. I am keen to dart round and give her a sharp slap but my mother is used to

this. She is eighty-nine and has seen it all before.




‘I have gout, fits and pains in my chest,’ my father told his doctor not so long ago.


‘You are eighty-three,’ said the Doctor in a grump. ‘I’ll be lucky if I live that long.’ He zoomed in and out in a trice and

hurried off to the next patient, and there are hundreds along the South Coast, all suffering from Eighty-three, or even Seventy-three,

and all the ages in between. Ill health can be a grey area for the elderly. After a certain age in Sussex and along much of

the South Coast and in other parts of Britain, one cannot be ill. Only old.




I think there may be a useful catch here for the Health Service. If one is Eighty-three rather than ill, then it’s Social

Services’ responsibility rather than Health Service. Health Service is free, but Social Services has to be paid for by the

client. The Health Service can make enormous savings on people who are found to be Eighty-three.




My father was taken into hospital after a fit and lay in bed babbling temporarily.


‘What’s he like at home?’ the nurses asked us in a concerned way. ‘What’s his quality of life?’


‘Perfectly all right,’ we said. ‘He visits the betting shop daily, reads the runners, selects winners, goes to Waitrose, drives

the car, reads about World War Two in depth.’




‘We shan’t resuscitate if he arrests again,’ said the nursing staff gravely. ‘Quality of life,’ they murmured. ‘What’s he

normally like?’ they asked again. ‘We take his age and record into account.’




‘He’s perfectly all right,’ we shouted, ‘There’s nothing wrong with his quality of life,’ but they didn’t believe us. And

then they consigned him to Death Row, with a skeleton staff of angelic, overworked, underpaid nurses to look after the glut of

geriatrics. But perhaps Management felt there was no point in their doing very much. The patients were after all suffering

from Eighty-three, a hopeless condition with no known cure. My father escaped twice, confounded them, recovered his speech

and his quality of life. The third time finished him off. Thank goodness we escaped. For now.






If You See Me Walking down the Street




A quiet, modestly dressed and well-behaved grey-haired woman is often unnoticeable. People have been moaning about it recently,
but it has its advantages. Rosemary and I noticed it on our brief holiday in the Canary Islands. We were not offered time-share
properties. This was something of a blessing, but rather odd. Why not? We looked fairly affluent. We are both professionals
with passable careers. We could have afforded one. Meanwhile, all around, on the beach and in the bars and restaurants, salespersons
were out and about begging everyone to buy time-shares except for us.


Sometimes the salespersons came up so close that we could even hear them plotting away, how to swindle the next punter, rehearsing
their lines, as if next to ghosts, because women with grey hair do not count.


No one even noticed our swimwear. This was another stroke of luck. The new style bikini, cut high at the sides, does not look
fetching now that my bottom has more or less collapsed.


All in all, seaside holidays become more relaxing as the years whiz by. We were able to sunbathe, swim and eat out in a leisurely
way without being pestered and with no one bothering to jeer at our beachwear.


I can’t say that I mind being ignored in the street or on holiday. I spent a very unpleasant day in Naples in my youth, unable to pause for one second to gaze into a shop window without a loathsome bottom-pincher looming up behind me. And I had
carefully put on my dreariest garments – a dull, loosely fitting T-shirt and baggy jeans, hoping for a quiet outing. I went
with a chum in a brown floral and asexual frock, her hair in short plain brown curls, but we might as well have been two pieces
of raw meat in the lions’ den. We had to give up our tour of Naples, return to the boat and hide in a darkened cabin.


Back home the nuisance continued. ‘It’s Olive Oyl,’ roared the men on building sites as I passed by, tall and thin with a
pin head. Olive Oyl was not as highly regarded then as she is now.


Much better to be old and dull and wander the streets in peace. Then you have a choice. And you can always command attention
if necessary. My mother does it. She merely shouts and waves her stick. Waiters, salespersons and members of the public jump
to it at once. I have learnt, when in need of attention, to follow her example: dress in bold colours, dye the hair, speak
in a loud and piercing tone, rap the ground or surrounding furniture with a stick or umbrella, and people will take notice
in a trice. If there is one thing the public cannot bear to see it is a woman, age forty-five-plus, behaving badly or noticeably
in public. It embarrasses them enormously. They will do anything they can to stop it.


Olga over the road is still noticed without even trying. As she is an artist, her outfits are rather more striking than Rosemary’s,
and chaps whistle as she whizzes by on her bike, shorts on, bum in the air. ‘I’m still moderately fit from a distance,’ says
she modestly – from all that bike-riding, swimming and striding about the Himalayas in her holidays. ‘Thank goodness they
can’t see my face,’ she thought to herself in a moment of weakness the other day, then pulled herself together and considered
turning back and giving them an aftershock and telling-off. It was, after all, the wrong sort of attention.


And yesterday a pleasant young man offered me a seat on the tube. How kind. I am now obviously seen as an exhausted old bat.
At fifty-three. But I was longing to sit down. I am not averse to being noticed occasionally.




Hove Is Where the Heart Is




My mother is in turmoil. She must make a horrid decision and she can’t. Shall she move in here with us or shall she stay in
her own lovely flat in Hove? There, things are all on one level. She has two lavatories, one bidet, comfortable chairs, peace
and quiet and tidiness. But she cannot spend the nights alone. All sorts of dreadful things may happen: angina, heart attacks,
robbers, vertigo, nightmares, insomnia, loneliness or sudden death. These are the things she lies sweating and expecting when
she sleeps alone.


But in our house she is safe. I am on hand to summon the doctor or ambulance. Unfortunately, our home is dreadful. It is full
of mountainous stairs, mess, dribbling barking dog, noise, rows and screaming daughter and granddaughter.


And the sofa is too low, the chairs too narrow, the stairs too many and too steep, the meals too late, the tea too weak, the
whole place too messy and the gardener and visitors irritating.


It’s only a pretend choice anyway. She doesn’t really have one, which throws her into a fury. She must come and live here
with us in Hell. It is at least entertaining. She tries to be positive about it. And we have better services up here in town:
the doctors, the dentist, the hospital and the social workers are charming. Down in Hove they tend to be curt, surly and always
in a hurry, perhaps because of the glut of elderly people down there. And the social club up here is superior. There is bridge,
dancing, bargain hairdressing, and the lunches are divine. Her friend there, Esther, asks her a difficult question over lunch.


‘Tell me Clarice,’ she says, looking rather anxious, ‘you’re living with your daughter. What’s it like? Because I might have
to do it.’


‘I told her,’ says my mother, tactful as ever, ‘that you do things your way and I mustn’t interfere. That’s the way you run
your life.’


This must be an edited version. But what will Esther do? What will several million other Aged Ps do but leave their homes
and live with their children, or watch their life’s savings evaporate in a trice paying for residential care.


A drear thought. We cannot bear my mother to do it. She does not want to end up sitting in a dull semi-circle of brown or
green armchairs watching the telly. At least most people in our house can walk about. If we all try to scream less, put in
a downstairs lavatory, train the dog not to dribble and bark, make nice strong tea and early dinners, things would improve
no end.


Meanwhile, my friend Rosemary’s mother is rather envious of my mother. She longs to move into her daughter’s home. But Rosemary
has the poorly husband to look after, and three children and a cat and a full-time gruelling job. This is not an easy time
of life. Rosemary and I are beginning to long for retirement, when we will be able to sit about reading large biographies.
I shall send my mother over on Sunday to give Rosemary’s mother the lowdown on life with a daughter, her adolescent child,
dog, paramour and messy house. It will be a realistic picture. My mother is not one for toning things down. She tends to speak
frankly. She has herself considered sheltered accommodation, but even for that one has to pay through the nose.


‘I might as well be miserable here,’ says my mother sensibly.




Bad Hair Days






My friend Olga is having a slight hair crisis. Being an artist she has never been one for convention, but now, at fifty, she

feels that some sort of style change is in order. She has felt this for months. Meanwhile her hair has looked quite wild and

begun to disturb my mother. She cannot understand Olga’s delay or crisis. To her the solution is simple – a cut, rinse and

set is in order.




‘Why doesn’t she do something with her hair,’ my mother moans persistently. ‘It looks terrible.’ She has asked Olga this same

question repeatedly, but Olga does nothing. She is para lysed by indecision and as time goes on her fringe grows longer and

my mother becomes more agitated. Olga’s visits to our house are nerve-racking. Will my mother say something untoward?




Forgetting that her critic is in residence, Olga rashly calls round for coffee. I have warned my mother strictly not to comment,

but the thought of Olga’s hair has tormented her all week. She knows that women of our age may not walk about looking unkempt.

For months she has racked her brains for a solution and now she has found one. She is bursting to speak.




‘I’ve been worrying about you for days,’ she says to Olga, ‘and today I had a good idea.’


‘What is it?’


‘Well, I know you don’t like spending time on your hair, so why don’t you buy a wig? You can get some lovely ones.’ She is

thrilled with her solution. Olga laughs bravely. I reprimand my mother. She is unrepentant. ‘Next to her,’ she says ruthlessly when Olga is gone, ‘you look glamorous.’




We have a yawning generation gap here which opened in my youth in the Sixties and will never close. My hairstyle and mode

of dress have always rather disappointed my mother and Olga’s is far more outlandish. And she is bolder than me. Even now,

on the downhill slope to death, she still refuses to tone it down.




But I shall always think fondly of Olga’s hairstyle – it is similar to mine – thin, weedy, uncontrollable and bound to distress

a neatly coifed mother. I remember it at a depressing ante natal lecture that Olga and I attended in earlier middle age. I

arrived first. All around sat neatly dressed couples and I sat alone with my hair in a mess. Then suddenly in burst Olga in

a cloud of pottery dust with her hair in chaos. At last an ally for me in this hell-hole.




‘I want you to make friends with your vagina,’ said the lady speaker in a forthright way.


Olga and I weren’t sure that we wanted to do that. We both left the lecture quick as a flash and jumped onto a bus screaming

– two elderly prima gravidas without proper hairstyles. But now sixteen years have gone by, our children have grown up and

we must get ourselves in order. Our hair is now almost universally disapproved of. People will not tolerate it. Luckily for

her, Olga’s child is a boy, but mine is a girl who longs for a chic mother. I do my best, have my hair cut regularly, dye

it reddish-purple, apply mousse after washing to give it body. People smile politely at it.




Olga and I did recently find one admirer, however. We were at a party with another witch-like friend with an outrageous pink

coiffure. We had made an effort, put on our best frocks, but our hair still lacked control. A strange, bald young man in a

black cloak approached us. He was full of admiration.




‘It’s wonderful to see women of your age with character,’ he said. It almost sent us all off for a neat cut and set.




Sex Later On




My friend and neighbour Rosemary is desperate for her own bedroom. She has found sex something of an ordeal in recent years.
After twenty-five years of marriage, she would far rather join a choir, but she has her husband to consider. He would not
prefer the choir. He tends to sulk horribly. So Rosemary has struggled on. She would map out Sainsbury’s on the ceiling, starting
in the fruit and veg area, then through dairy products and all round, and by the time she got to soft drinks and the checkout,
she’d have a trolley full and it would all be over. Husband never knew about the map.


But this week she’s had enough. ‘I’ve told him,’ says she, ‘that that part of our life together is over.’ Rosemary looks thrilled.
The husband is monosyllabic but Rosemary is determined to stick with it. She feels that at our age, a choir is more fitting.
And she has her mother and children to look after, as well as the sulking husband. She needs to do something pleasant with
her spare time, spiritual rather than physical. At her age, fifty-six, she has rather given up on sex. It seems to be a slightly
ridiculous and troublesome pastime which luckily fades out in later middle age.


But not for all of us. My mother has just spent a week down in her seaside home with a friend, tidying and throwing out rubbish.
While tidying they chatted about this and that and up came the topic of sex. My mother is eighty-nine and has rather forgotten about this topic, but her friend hasn’t.


In fact she is tremendously keen on it and has a boyfriend. At seventy-nine. My mother returns with a startling report. Not
only does her friend have a sex life and speaks of it rather boldly, but she also told my mother that recently it had not
been up to the desired standard. She was not having orgasms.


‘She has a boyfriend,’ says my mother, shocked to the core, ‘and she wants orgasms as well?’

The friend has had the effrontery to go to the doctor and complain. She wants things put right. The orgasms are a must. Luckily
some medicament that she was taking had been causing the problem. It was changed and the thrilling sex life resumed.


I tell my mother that nowadays women may go to the doctor and ask such things. If they dare. I must say I rather admire this
lady. Demanding such rights at her age, or at any age, is a courageous step, even hidden away in the doctor’s surgery. To
tell a relatively new friend or any acquaintance, when one is elderly and on the chubby side, is even bolder.


Being rather staggered by her friend’s revelations, my mother didn’t like to ask too many questions, but she did manage one.
‘Doesn’t he mind all this?’ she asked, pointing to the friend’s pudgiest area.


‘He loves it,’ said the friend, in a carefree way. This must be a liberated woman – sexually uninhibited, no weight problems.
For thirty years my mother has battled against excess fat, and here is a woman, far chubbier than her, who couldn’t give a
fig. How has she done it?


At art school, when I was only seventeen, we had a rather swizzy painting teacher, possibly in his fifties, who tried to broaden
our education a little by introducing some literature and a dash of his own philosophy. He read out D. H. Lawrence in dialect
(an embarrassing experience for us), and told us that sex was an Art and improved with practice. Naturally we thought him a dreadful show-off. But perhaps he was spot-on.


My mother’s friend is having the time of her life. Heaven knows what might happen to Rosemary in the choir.



Elderly Residents




My mother is now here to stay. She has the bedroom on the first floor next to the bathroom. So has Angela’s mother over the
road and so has Rosemary’s husband next door. In our street it is the most suitable room, nearest to the bathroom so that
people can stagger there in a trice.


We now have three generations in our house. This makes for a volcanic combination: the elderly mother, the menopausal daughter
and the teenage granddaughter doing GCSEs. We are battling illness, hormones, terror, exams and death. Naturally there is
tension in the home.


Rosemary and I used to share childminding to give each other a bit of time off. Now that the children have grown up, more
or less, we are minding my mother and Rosemary’s elderly husband. This is tremendously handy, especially if, like Rosemary
next door, one is trying to hold down a gruelling job and the husband at home won’t cook a crumb for himself but will stagger out for cigarettes and fall over.


He often does it. Last time the kind newsagent brought him home in a car. He did it when Rosemary was out on a thrilling weekend
course. It seems to happen when Rosemary is out enjoying herself or holidaying rather than working. She tries a relaxing walk
with me and the dog but is burdened by guilt.


‘What if he’s slumped dead over the table when I get back?’ But he isn’t. He is safe at home, chain-smoking in an airless
room glued to a giant Wordsworth biography.


It is difficult for Rosemary to be high-spirited. ‘How can I go away?’ says she, after the newsagent episode. The words ‘day
centre’, ‘stroke rehabilitation’ and ‘counsellor’ revolt the husband. Rosemary has searched endlessly for a club for very
clever, insolent, uncooperative and chain-smoking stroke victims but cannot find one. She is forced to leave him unattended.


‘Go,’ we all shout. ‘Have a break. We’ll check.’ I will supervise dinners. Off she goes for a weekend in the country. Straight
away the husband disappears. The oldest daughter rings up in a flap.


‘Dad went to the library at eleven o’clock and now it’s five o’clock and he isn’t back yet.’ We rush out in the car and search
the route to the library. Will he be lying on the pavement in a pool of library books, mistaken for a drunkard and ignored
by passers-by? Has he been knocked down while bumbling across the road? No. There he is slumped on a bench in the boiling
sun in his winter jacket and weighed down by biographies.


‘Where have you been Dad?’ ask the children, wiping their eyes and blowing their noses.

‘Stopped for a beer and a sandwich,’ says he defiantly and staggers back to the armchair for another death-defying smoke.

During the week I go out for dinner leaving my mother at home alone. Social Worker tells me I must have a social life. It’s
Rosemary’s turn to be minder. She promises to supervise my mother’s dinner and bedtime, but when she goes round to check,
my mother is in a dreadful state. The angina has been raging and she is planning her funeral. This is tough on Rosemary after
a gruelling day as a bereavement counsellor. Hopefully her skills will not be necessary.


Luckily they are not, and the funeral plans can be cancelled. But we do call the doctor and my mother is whizzed off to the
Whittington for a check-up. It is a four-star palace compared to her own Death Row hospital down by the seaside. She is given
a cup of tea almost at once, doctors swarm around, lunch is served in A and E and dinner immediately she reaches the ward. In Death Row one can wait eight hours for a drop of liquid
or morsel of food. She is keen to move into the Whittington immediately and permanently.


But she recovers and must leave. ‘Marvellous,’ she says to the porter. ‘People should pay to stay here.’

Porter’s jaw drops open. ‘People don’t often say things like that to us.’

But not everyone has recently escaped Death Row and come to live in our house.



How to Behave




There is an unwritten code of conduct for the elderly. They must dress neatly and modestly and behave with decorum. Loud voices,
immoderate laughter and outlandish clothes are not acceptable. Nor are wild and impassioned or uninhibited gestures. Everything
is to be calm, quiet and demure. Outrageous behaviour is the preserve of youth. In anyone over fifty it is seen as problematic.
Bold decoration of the home is permissible and may even be regarded as charmingly eccentric, provided one sits calmly in the
middle of it.


Our home is now a mélange of my mother’s Hove baroque rococo and my stripped pine, rampaging spider plants and spatterings
of the Sixties. American visitors admire it tremendously.


‘It’s charming,’ says the distant cousin over from New York.


‘Bloody shithole,’ mumbles my mother rather coarsely, but that is one thing the elderly are allowed to do – speak their mind.
She does not sit quietly among the eccentricities of her surroundings.


Unfortunately she and I both have loud voices and my dog is rather large and messy. Young persons naturally tend to shy away
from us and the teenage daughter is often mortified. And now Rosemary next door tells me that my hair still looks rather unkempt.


It won’t do. One must beware of long, loose hair in later years. It only looks like the mad woman up in Jane Eyre’s attic,
says Rosemary strictly. It was all right for her, locked away up there out of the public gaze, but when one is out and about, people will only laugh and point at long, wildly flowing grey
hair. I shall have it neatly cut and have a dark rinse.


I had considered buying another dog, to keep mine company, but it is perhaps sensible to have only one dog or cat. A woman
of fifty-plus seen about with streaming hair, gumboots and three dogs is presumed mad. So is a man, but less so.


And I have taken to lying on application forms. At fifty one should really step down obligingly and make way for youth and
new ideas: the Internet, cultural materialism, market forces. An employer rarely welcomes an applicant of fifty, or even forty.
Much better to have a young fellow of twenty-five recently down from university, less set in his ways, computer-literate,
arteries clear, decades away from death and decay and unlikely to be ravaged by male menopause. And cheaper.


And it is rude to have sex after forty-nine. It may offend younger persons. The thought of it makes them shudder. It is perhaps
a little easier for them if their original parents are still there as a unit. Then the children may assume that nothing happens
any more. How could it? The parents must surely be bored with it by now. And things seize up. Function is impaired. Provided
the parents maintain absolute silence once in their bedroom, then the young may relax.


But if the withered parent finds a new partner, the children are naturally distressed. They know something horrible may be
going on which could be visually unacceptable.


‘You’re disgusting,’ screams my daughter. ‘You’re always doing it. Yuk.’ She is wrong of course, but I cannot convince her.

The daughter or son may be at their most beautiful, nearly adult, fresh, flawless, no wrinkles, no varicose veins. It seems
to them that the unattractive may not enter paradise. We, the elderly, must choose more moderate pursuits: gardening, tapestry,
walking the dog, reading quietly. No drink, drugs, sex or rock and roll. I think I am allowed to study.




Dangerous Encounters




My mother is tremendously forthright. ‘I didn’t know you had such fat legs,’ she roars cheerily at Olga, who is wearing some
new boldly-patterned leggings. She doesn’t really mean fat, she means not skinny, but this doesn’t help Olga. She laughs bravely,
although knocked sideways by this harsh critique.


I remind my mother that such personal remarks are hurtful, but she is unashamed. ‘I like fat legs,’ says she. ‘John Cleese
has got lovely legs.’ She has admired them ever since A Fish Called Wanda. To my mother, plump is beautiful. She stares tragically at her elegant twiglike teenage granddaughter, remembering the chubby
cuddly baby that she once was. ‘You used to be such a lovely fat baby,’ she moans in public. Granddaughter is mortified.


We live on a knife-edge. People are being offended right, left and centre. An outing with my mother is even more fraught with
danger. She will attack members of the public physically and verbally. The size, strength and ferocity of the victim means
nothing to her. Only yesterday she chose a huge barechested fellow with bulging, rippling muscles and a bullet head for a
telling-off.


This gentleman was strolling across the road with his three small children as we drove up it to a T-junction at a slow crawl.
He flew into a fury, as if we had roared past shaving the skin off his nose and within a whisker of slaughtering his children.


‘Arsehole,’ he bellowed.

Naturally my mother was horrified. ‘That’s no way to speak in front of children,’ she roared, ‘You’re the arsehole.’

If she had thought for one nano-second before speaking she would have realised that it is foolish to correct and speak abusively
to a fellow of his stature when one is eighty-nine and when he is only two feet from your wide-open car window.


He approached the window in a menacing way, growling vile threats at my mother, who argued back fiercely. I ordered her to
remain silent but she refused. She rarely obeys orders, especially from her own child. Luckily a gap appeared in the traffic
in the nick of time and we whizzed to safety.


‘Please don’t do that again,’ I warned my mother. ‘Do not shout at men like that. He doesn’t care that you’re a frail old
lady. He nearly punched your head in.’


‘He wouldn’t dare,’ she snapped boldly. ‘I’d have hit him with my stick.’

What luck that we managed to escape. My mother has not realised that the Nineties have been a fairly brutal period when being
eighty-nine and female never saved anyone from a punch on the nose. In fact muggers find frail old ladies rather tempting.
They can steal purses from them effortlessly. One half-hearted slap and the old ladies go down like ninepins. I have warned
her never to open the door when I am out and never to walk about the streets carrying her handbag.


Minutes later she realised the error of her ways. ‘I should think before I open my mouth,’ she said sensibly, shaking with
terror at the thought of what might have happened. She only expresses such sentiments after a burst of kamikaze behaviour.


In this instance right was on her side. This fellow deserved a drubbing. Had I only been six foot six, male and muscular,
I too would have given him a telling-off, but even after eighty-nine years on this earth my mother has not learnt that one
is not necessarily rewarded for being right. She has, however, realised that the meek shall inherit nothing at all. It is
becoming more and more difficult to sort out one’s morals.




Brain Rot




My dog is going grey – a horrid reminder of its mortality. It only has two or three years to go. That means that in the next
few years I shall lose my dog and my mother and my daughter will probably leave home. Meanwhile I am constantly going to funerals.
These have a cumulative effect. Every new funeral reminds me of all the other funerals and that my turn is looming.


Things are worse for my mother. She makes a new chum at her club, talks to him for a few weeks and then suddenly he isn’t
there anymore. Dare she make any more new chums? I notice that the club has a Keep Fit class. I point it out to my mother
as she queues up to book her dinner.


‘Why don’t you join the Keep Fit?’

‘Yes,’ says the woman behind the counter. ‘You should try it. It’s very good for you.’

My mother is outraged. ‘I’m not doing that,’ bellows my eighty-nine-year-old mother. ‘They’re a load of old geriatrics.’

The woman next to her is the queue glares rather crabbily.

‘That’s very rude,’ I say. I feel obliged to reprimand my mother. She couldn’t care less. She thinks the elderly look unattractive
in leotards and shorts and refuses to join in, but eventually realises that she has perhaps been slightly offensive.


‘I’m a geriatric too,’ she shouts, laughing fiercely, and stamps off to make new friends, if she dares. It is obviously terrifying
being eighty-nine with death glaring you in the face. No wonder she gets bad-tempered.


And now I have had a cone biopsy. Is it cancer? Threatened by death, I am suddenly keen as mustard to live till ninety, even
though it is an increasingly nerve-racking business.


The doctor is reassuring. It is not cancer. I may live for years and years, physically, but what about the mind? I am a little
worried about it. I forget things – like what I’ve just walked into the kitchen for. I stand thinking, I gaze about. I retrace
my steps. The mind has gone blank.
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