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Chapter One


Why the Baby Boomers are Having the Time of their Lives

“I can remember when the air was clean and the sex dirty”

George Burns

I once had to walk the streets for a living, asking people for their opinions on life, living and the issues of the day. I was a television interviewer, and my quest was for people with lively minds, a sense of humour and vitality, who would make our viewers think and laugh. I rapidly discovered as I walked through the villages, town and cities of Britain that youngsters were no good for my purpose. They were too self-conscious: if I asked them a question they either giggled, or ran away. The middle-aged were no better: they were too self-important and busy to stop for me, and if tried to pursue them, they strode on, heads down, frowning.

So I concentrated on the over-sixties, who had time to talk to me, and were guaranteed to tell me exactly what they thought, without fear or favour. They had opinions on every subject, and if other people disagreed, so much the worse for them. Why should they care what anyone else thought? They were original and entertaining, and our viewers loved them. In fact, we interviewed them so often on my weekly programme for consumers, That’s Life! that we created stars overnight; one in particular, Annie Mizen, was well over eighty when she began her new career as a television pundit, opening fêtes and giving autographs. The point about the older people I met is that although I don’t suppose they were rich materially, they had amassed a treasure-trove of experience, and they had learned over the years how to enjoy life, and what to prioritise. They put love, laughter and a sense of adventure at the top of the list. They had independent minds, because over the years they had discovered their opinions were as good as anyone else’s, and they were unafraid of looking foolish, because they knew that even the finest minds make the stupidest mistakes. My father, a distinguished mathematician and physicist, taught me that. He rarely went out with matching socks. So when the sun shone and I stood in front of my over-sixties with a camera and a microphone they stopped, listened, and gave me an entertaining piece of their minds.

They are still with us, the older people with so much to say – in fact there are more of them than ever, and yet it seems that, these days, nobody is listening. Our media are almost exclusively dominated by the under-forties, and when you do catch a glimpse of an elderly man or woman, they are almost invariably portrayed as a victim, suffering illness, abuse or neglect. Economically, the grey pound is powerful and plentiful: these are the buyers of music, entertainment, long-haul holidays, and quality consumer goods. And yet if they feature at all in advertisements, it will be for stair-lifts or incontinence pads. No wonder our young dread growing older. What have they got to look forward to? But the truth is that, with a little luck, reasonable health and enough savings not to have to grind along watching every penny, they should be looking forward to the time of their lives. After all, the ‘third age’ is the chance to become yourself again. Gone are the years of anxiety and ambition, when you have to fulfil so many arduous roles: bread-winner, parent, educator, cook, gardener, chauffeur, painter and decorator, and so much else. Gone are the years when you went without sleep, when you didn’t have time to read a book or have a meal with friends, when the loo was the only place you could ever be alone. Now you can rediscover yourself and indulge the dreams you had long forgotten.

In your youth, did you fantasise about travel? Or getting a degree? Or learning to ballroom dance? So did I, and in my late sixties those dreams have unexpectedly come true. We oldies, it seems, have ambitions that have been maturing over the years, like fine wine, and now is the time, as Shirley Bassey put it, to pop our corks. A recent survey of a thousand over-sixties revealed that comfy slippers and snoozing by the fireside came nowhere in their plans. They were determined to take up parachuting and hang-gliding, to see the Northern Lights and swim with dolphins, to go to the opera, grow a beard and have more sex. Not what you might call opting for the quiet life. Why have older people such a highly developed sense of adventure? Because being over sixty concentrates the mind wonderfully. Age has its price. At twenty we thought we would live for ever, and so would our friends and family. Now, as some of those closest to us are taken from us, we become very aware of our own mortality. Time is precious, and not to be wasted. But that knowledge doesn’t mean we have to wrap ourselves in cotton-wool. Quite the reverse. Now is the time to take a few risks. Why ever not? After all, hard experience has taught us that life and death are completely unpredictable. Every time we take a car journey or eat a kebab we risk accident or illness, and who knows when the earth will collide with an asteroid. To put it brutally, if none of us knows how much time we have left, that knowledge should make up our minds for us. When opportunity comes our way, we must ask ourselves, in Rabbi Hillel’s famous phrase, ‘If not now, when?’ And the answer for most of us, the ‘baby boomers’, is now.



Chapter Two


Money

“And I shall spend my pension on brandy and summer gloves …”

Jenny Joseph, ‘Warning’

Just a moment! Suddenly it feels as if the blade of the guillotine is swishing a bit too close to our necks. Does old age really mean we have to live entirely on our pensions, and stop earning altogether? Surely not. As long as we have our health and strength, and want to work, why shouldn’t we? Some of us may prefer to retire completely, may relish the freedom to jump off the conveyor belt or break away from the coal face. Others may hate the idea of hours with nothing to do, and nowhere to go. The good news is that there is, or should be, an element of choice here. Now that it’s against the law to discriminate against people on the grounds of their age, everyone is having to rethink the concept of a fixed ‘retirement age’. Employers aren’t nearly so keen to dump their older workers into the nearest garbage can. Indeed, big companies, like WH Smith and Sainsbury’s, and industries like garden centres and DIY stores are discovering that older workers are a valuable resource. Every now and then newspapers print scary headlines about old people being ‘forced’ to work well past retirement age. That wouldn’t scare me at all. On the contrary, I would be horrified if anyone tried to prevent me working until I drop. Not perhaps scurrying to the office and spending all day and every day there, as I did in my mad, workaholic youth, but certainly having enough work to give me a feeling of achievement at the end of the week, and a team to work alongside. For people who feel the way I do, it may well be that we have more to spend on brandy than simply our pensions.

However, many people don’t have that choice. It takes loads of luck to continue working all through our seventies and eighties – we must be physically and mentally up to it, and be given the opportunity. Whether we are still working, or retire, for all of us the third age is a time when we wonder how best to plan our finances for the future. There is no single answer that fits every case, of course. And, anyway, this is not a ‘how to get rich, stay rich and make sure your nearest and dearest get some of your riches’ advice book. Sadly, I do not possess a crystal ball I can use to beam into the money markets of the future, and nobody else has either. Financial forecasting is like weather forecasting with a piece of seaweed, only without the seaweed. Yes, I suppose the hugely rich are protected against possible disaster in the stock market, the property market and the banks, but then again, history is full of mighty tycoons who have come crashing to the ground. Just think of all those lords of the manor who had to sell their grand homes because they couldn’t afford to mend the roof. And then, of course, there’s inheritance tax. But we’ll come to that later. Experts I have consulted over the years tell me that if you want to weather unpredictable storms, the trick is to save as much as you can, then put your nest egg in three places; cash, the stock market and property. That way, whatever crashes and burns, and we have lived long enough to know that anything can, some of your hard-earned cash must surely be safe.

But, of course, even the best experts can be wrong. They tell us we must make sure we save for a rainy day because old age can be the most expensive time of our lives. And yet my late husband Desmond Wilcox, the brilliant documentary film-maker, at the age of sixty in a moment of madness blew the whole of his pension the moment it matured on a round-the-world trip for the family. That turned out to be the best decision he made, because, alas, Desi died far too young, at sixty-nine. What good would that pension have done him if the lump sum had stayed in the bank, accruing interest? Just imagine if, instead of the glorious memories that my children and I prize so highly of the Taj Mahal and Bali, we had a few extra pounds in the bank? There’s no comparison. Then there’s the fact that you and I probably belong to the generation that considers concentration on money at best materialistic and at worst plain greedy. In my respectable home, in the suburbs of London where I grew up just after the Second World War, three subjects were considered too vulgar to discuss around a polite dinner table: food, vanity and money.

Let me digress a little. Although I find the subject of how to pile up loads of money a bit on the dull side, I’m aware this is a fault in me. Certainly, failing to take an interest in the food we eat is the British fatal flaw. We have wonderful countryside, unrivalled architecture, we excel at poetry, drama, painting, and some of our music isn’t bad, but our ghastly cooking is renowned around the world. Don’t tell me we’ve changed for the better over the years. All we’ve done, in desperation, is import the skills of the French, the Italian, the Swiss and the Asian nations, all the kindly immigrants who have opened restaurants and trained our chefs. As I write, the television channels are crammed with cookery programmes. We watch, we salivate, and then we go out and buy ready-meals and takeaways. We get fatter and fatter, and cook less and less. I blame our native Puritanical streak, which insists that caring about what we eat is greedy and vulgar. Maybe we baby-boomers are the worst food Philistines because our British insensitivity to food was exacerbated by the stringencies of the Second World War. I was a toddler during the 1940s, brought up on a diet that now sounds very healthy but can’t have been much fun. One egg a week, a scraping of butter, very little meat but loads of fish, tablespoons each night filled with extract of malt, rose-hip syrup and cod liver oil. I got good at holding my nose to stifle the taste.

During the war, my family lived in the country, kept chickens and pickled their eggs in great big bowls, but when we took them out to eat them, they never looked like the warm, brown fresh eggs we had collected from our hens. When our apples ripened and fell, we would gather them up and wrap them in newspaper, from which they would emerge throughout the winter wrinkled and unappetising. I remember eating junket sprinkled with nutmeg. Again, I’m sure it was good for me, but the sour taste lingers on my tongue. If all that natural, low-fat, additive-free food bred strong bones and lowered my cholesterol, it did nothing to educate my tastebuds.

My family even took an odd pride in not enjoying food. ‘Some people,’ my father used to say scornfully, ‘live to eat. We eat to live.’ My mother learned to cook after she got married, and my father’s loftiness led her into strange habits. Once she had mastered a dish, like baked apples, she would cook it for us every week. I never much cared for baked apples in the first place and no matter how often she served them, those sad apples never improved. The core was prickly and the flesh was mushy, but true to the family tradition, I didn’t feel I could comment. That would have been ill-mannered. And even to notice what we were eating, or leaving on the side of our plates, was vulgar.

Vanity was off-limits, too. My father used to say, with a bewildered smile, ‘The moment we brought a mirror into the house, my daughters lost the capacity for thought.’ If I make him sound like a Victorian dragon, I do him a great injustice. He was funny and absent-minded (hence the odd socks), but he had grown up with two brothers, so girls were a mystery to him. Indeed, looking at children today, when eating disorders are rampant and lookism reigns, we were lucky, in a way. There was no pressure at home for us to be pretty, or sexy, or catch a good husband. My sister and I were brought up like boys, in the sense that both our parents were vigilant about our schooling and determined we should go to university, then have a worthwhile career. In this, we were unusual among our contemporaries. Bear in mind that in most homes in the 1940s and 1950s, girls weren’t expected to have an academic career: they were supposed to get married, have babies, and not rock the boat. When my school-friends were teenagers, they joyfully painted their lips bright red, tightened narrow little belts around their waists, put on the pointed bras and stiletto heels that were the trademark of the fifties, and flounced around in enormous skirts with stiff petticoats. I had nothing to put inside my bras, couldn’t find my waist, but obediently bought myself an enormous green dress with rustling petticoats. I could hardly reach over it to the mirror in our hall to put on my lipstick, but whenever I tried, Dad would snort derisively, and make his remark about brains going out of the window. So I got the clear message that vanity, like food, was vulgar. Most vulgar of all was any desire or yearning for money. Neat, not gaudy, was the criterion. Money, like food, was a useful fuel, not to be spilled or splashed about. But, then, we never had enough to splash. We weren’t poor – we had shoes on our feet and could pay the heating bill – but we certainly weren’t rich. In 1945, when peace returned, we moved back into London where my parents had been living before the war. They found a little semi-detached mock-Tudor brick house in Cricklewood, a suburb in the north-west of the city. It had a small, rectangular back garden with flowerbeds lining a lawn; it was filled with bees, butterflies, lupins and hollyhocks in the summer, and our front garden was surrounded by the obligatory privet hedge. I wonder whether ‘privet’ is related to ‘private’, because that was its function, to mark the boundaries and ensure we kept ourselves to ourselves. That hedge required constant maintenance. I’ve never seen a privet tree, but had it ever been left to express itself, I’m sure our hedge could have grown into a wild privet forest. That never happened: it would have been blasphemy to our neighbourhood. Every Sunday Dad, like everyone else in the estate, was in our drive clipping away with his secateurs, keeping the hedge in its place. That is the scent of the suburbs to me, those dense green privet leaves hiding inconspicuous white flowers that smelt pungently like cat pee.

At the other end of the road were far bigger detached houses with grand mock-Georgian windows, and two cars in each drive. Just occasionally I would go to a birthday party in one of those homes, and notice the big hall, the acres of parquet floor and french windows. But I never envied my friends their mansions, and I came home from them with relief. I liked our neat, orderly lack of splendour. I never realised that we were sometimes bobbing a little too close to the waterline. Looking back, I now know there were times when my parents were anxious about money. My father came home one day to find Mum had bought a box of French marigolds for a few pennies for the front garden, and he flew into a rage. She called it ‘pauperitis,’ and told me he sometimes had nightmares about poverty. At the time he was head of the BBC’s Engineering Designs Department, a prestigious job for a very talented scientist, but still my parents had to scrape his salary together to afford our holidays in B-and-Bs by the seaside.

I remember those holiday dinner-time puddings of Spotted Dick, the name our landladies gave to steamed sponge studded with sultanas, and our afternoons on windswept beaches where Dad taught us to build real sandcastles with moats. My friends might have taken more luxurious holidays in hotels or even abroad, but who cared? We were happy.

Prudence had been bred into us. So that, I suppose, is why I and so many of my age group find the whole approach to money as the point of life and living, and conspicuous consumption as being the ideal lifestyle, all unbearably vulgar. When Desi and I developed successful television careers, with decent salaries, I remember him making a delicious glass of Pimm’s for my mother as she sat watching the children swimming in our pool. She looked at me on the sun-bed next to her, and said, reflectively, ‘This is all very nouveau riche.’ She meant vulgar. You may have had a completely different childhood from mine. Perhaps you were brought up in a grand house, like the ones at the other end of our street, and were comparatively rich. (I say comparatively, because I have never met anyone of our generation who would admit to being really rich. Maybe the Sultan of Brunei does, but the rest will blush, look down, and admit to being ‘comfortable’. Money, you see, is vulgar.) Maybe you had to contend with real poverty, like my uncle, whose mother used to make his shirts out of old sheets. Either way, rich or poor, in the third age we face the same dilemma: how best should we organise our money?

Let’s hope you have a little more than the state pension to live on. If not, life can be pretty bleak. The major charities, like Age Concern and Help the Aged, which support and campaign for older people, have excellent publications designed to lead you through the jungle of regulations and entitlements. The only additional advice I can offer, if you’re really skint, or even if you’re not, is don’t be too proud to explore your local charity shops. You’ll be amazed how many people, not just the poor and the elderly, riffle through the racks of clothing and find the most amazing bargains. Yummy mummies do it all the time. I was alerted to this gold mine of wonderment by a television programme that asked me to try and dress well for a smart occasion by buying on a tight budget from my local charity shops, and I found a wonderful original Diane von Furstenberg wraparound dress for £25 which has become a real favourite. But life isn’t filled with bargains. And although we now may be entitled to bus passes, and cheap seats on the trains and at cinemas, there’s no escaping the fact that it’s very, very difficult to live well on just the state pension. But when we conducted a survey for a BBC television programme about older people called Never Too Late we found that most people had a little something extra they had saved up, or a home they owned, so they weren’t entirely dependent on the Chancellor’s generosity. Even so, in our third age we usually face a declining income, and all too often the pension that may have sounded like glorious affluence when we first started paying our precious earnings into it has magically transformed itself into a sad little dribble of funds now we are old enough to use it. Should we spend whatever we have in the bank to eke out that declining income? What else should we do with our savings? How can we maintain a decent lifestyle, fulfil our dreams, yet have enough to cover eventualities such as full-time care? And when we finally pop our clogs, how best can we avoid our family having to pay a fortune to the Chancellor in inheritance tax?

Recently I came across an interesting answer to some of these problems: equity release. Basically that means borrowing money by selling off part of the value of your home on the condition that you can continue to live there. Of course you don’t get the full value, and I know that in the 1990s there were tragic stories of people who had been cheated or found themselves deeply in debt as a result of some of the schemes that existed then. But since that time tough regulations have been brought in to protect you against getting into negative equity. Over the last couple of decades, property has increased so much in value that, for most of us, our home is by far our most valuable possession. On paper we may look rich. And yet if we sell up to try and use some of that money, we will still have to buy somewhere else to live in, and many of us are very emotionally attached to our family homes. Equity release would seem, for many people, to be the answer. It’s the way we can release the money locked up in bricks and mortar, use it to improve our own quality of life, but still live in the home we love. Let me add two caveats. First, I should declare an interest. I have been employed by a company which offers information and advice about equity release. I agreed to act as their spokesperson because I investigated it thoroughly, and believe their advice can transform people’s lives. The lump sum you get in return for a percentage of the value of your house can, if you wish, pay for a holiday, or for home improvements, or a new car, or private medical treatment. Furthermore, you can continue to live in your own home as long as you like. However, your heirs will no longer inherit the whole of your property. (They are unlikely to anyway, given the level at which inheritance tax kicks in, but don’t get me started.) Will there be a family feud when they discover what you are considering? Possibly. But in my experience, however careful and fair you try to be when you write your will (and please do write your will, I can’t believe how many people haven’t), where there’s a will there’s a feud. The second caveat is that nobody knows whether the property boom will continue or fall into a black hole, and what your home will fetch when it is eventually sold. But that’s where we began. There are, as we agreed at the start of this chapter, no crystal balls.

There is another way to release the money trapped in your bricks and mortar, if you have the courage. A friend of mine (a wonderful actor with whom, I’m sure, you’ve been in love for years, so have I, but discretion prevents me sharing his name with you) has persuaded his bank to let him take out an enormous overdraft, the total value of his house, which he owns outright. The interest is rolled up, so he never has to pay anything back until, on his death, the house is sold. His children will probably inherit nothing, but they don’t care, and in any case he is giving them the money they need now, when they need it most, in his lifetime. He says his aim is not to leave a penny to anyone. He’s not frightened about the size of the debt that is mounting up, minute by minute, even though, with compound interest, it will double every ten years, because he reckons that the value of his property will increase even faster. That, he thinks, will more than take care of the interest on the huge loan. Given that, at the time of writing, house prices are falling, he’s much braver than I. Somehow I can’t bring myself to follow his example. But he is happily travelling the world, playing golf on all the most glamorous courses around the Caribbean, and having a high old time. Good luck to him, and you, if you choose to follow his example. Whether you do or you don’t, you can or you can’t, his solution chimes with my view that now is the time to indulge your dreams. If not now, when? Let’s assume that we have spent most of our youth and prime being careful and cautious. Let’s also assume that all that time we thought flashing our money around and flaunting our income, modest though it may have been, by spending lavishly on ourselves was vulgar. Now is the time for vulgarity. SKIN! (Spend the Kids’ Inheritance Now!) If you’ve always wanted to go to Machu Picchu, pack your bags and go. If you want to take a degree in antiques, for heaven’s sake do it. (There is a wonderful degree course in antiques at Southampton Solent University. I gather one of their students was browsing in a market in East Anglia and found a Georgian diamond ring. That’s another way to eke out your pension.)

Shouldn’t you keep a little cash aside just in case you need that full-time carer in your declining years? Yes, I suppose you should. Otherwise you become a problem for the rest of your family. It won’t be much fun for you or your children if they have to spend your last years worrying about your safety. How much should you put aside? Pass me that crystal ball. I can’t guess – that’s up to you to decide. Even if you have no children to worry about you, maybe you should worry about yourself, and just keep a bit in the pot, in case. These are judgements only you can make, and will depend on the care that’s available, and what it costs, and the benefits and means tests that apply at the time. So, in essence, all this chapter is meant to do is point out that when we were younger, as Jenny Joseph’s poem ‘Warning’ says, we had to ‘pay the rent and not swear in the street’. That was when we did the careful, cautious thing. We worried about our responsibilities, and what people would think of us. That was the time in our lives when we thought spending on ourselves was as vulgar as food and vanity. Now things are different. Now I can, if I wish, as Jenny suggests, ‘spend my pension on brandy and summer gloves, And satin sandals, and say we’ve no money for butter’. And if the world disapproves, let them.



Chapter Three


What Does ‘Old’ Look Like?

“When I am an old woman I shall wear purple with a red hat which doesn’t go …”

Jenny Joseph, ‘Warning’

There was a time when old women wore black. ‘Black bombazine’ was the fashion, though I’m not sure what bombazine was. I have family pictures of my grandmothers and great-grandmothers dressed in black from head to foot. Partly that was because so many old ladies were widows and, like Queen Victoria, they remained in mourning for the rest of their lives. Partly it was because black was the uniform of the old. My grandmother Milly was a lively, humorous woman, and we loved each other dearly. One summer when she was in her late seventies she took me on holiday to a hotel in Eastbourne, but it wasn’t to her taste. I remember her walking down one of the grand lounges waving her stick dismissively at the other residents as they sat dozing in their chairs. ‘Look at all these old crocks!’ she said. But vivacious as she was, Milly would never have worn purple with a red hat. Her shoes were sensible, her skirts well below the knee, and she wore black, or grey, or lilac, the discreet colours of the old lady.

Her underwear, too, belonged to a world long gone, and unlamented. Beneath her skirts Granny used to wear hefty silk bloomers with elasticated legs where, disconcertingly, she kept her handkerchief. She used to pull it out with a flourish, blow her nose gustily, and then return it to nestle around her knees until she needed it again. She also wore pink whalebone corsets completely encasing her bust, waist and hips. I used to watch her while she was dressing, pulling the strings tightly around her cottage-loaf shape. Even as a child, I was horrified to see her so ferociously imprison herself. She was the perfect cuddly granny but, my goodness, those corsets kept her firmly unliberated. She wore them because they were part of her uniform: she was dressing the part of an old woman.

Now my generation have become grandmothers, we dress very differently. Bloomers would be unthinkable. I have adopted the uniform of my daughters, jeans and thongs, and nobody looks askance. There is a streak of rebellion in my fashion sense: my clothes mean I’m thumbing my nose at the passing of time. I’m sure that’s what Jenny Joseph meant with her purple and the red hat – she was expressing the rebellion of the over-fifties who don’t want to be labelled ‘elderly’ or ‘middle-aged’, dull, modest and careful. So what if people call us mutton dressed as curly, girly lambs? We’re too old now to be careful. The hell with what other people think of us, and our new-found confidence. The nonchalance of the new grannies is expressed in our dress. Grannies in Lycra, grannies in T-shirts, grannies in tropically brilliant colours are everywhere, blooming in the summer like dahlias. Pop into any high-street changing room and you may well find a granny alongside teenagers with pierced belly buttons. Not that I’d go quite as far as the aged swinger I once interviewed. Her name was Ivy and she was ninety, notorious in her seaside town for being the first on the disco dance floor and the last to leave it. Her mini-skirts sparkled with sequins, and after she had appeared on my talk show she propped up the bar for hours, knocking back the rum and Coke, while the researchers, all a quarter of her age, were longing to go home. Ivy had been a party-girl all her life and saw no reason to stop at ninety. Her energy was amazing, but she did present a slightly nightmarish vision of old age. Helen Gurley Brown was also determined to beat the clock when I met her in her seventies at a smart publishing party. In the 1960s she had been the guru of the single girl, and founded Cosmopolitan with the iconic Cosmo girl. Almost singlehandedly she had created a revolution for single women. She swept away the image of the sad spinster, the unmarried wallflower waiting on the shelf for a strong man to come along and give her life some meaning. Helen argued that women could be strong too, and glamorous and fun-loving, and great though marriage was, there were other ways to find fulfilment. Her best-selling titles, like Sex and the Single Girl, carried her message around the world. When I met her, her hair was immaculate, her makeup glossy, but her slender body (rigorously exercised each day) was tightly swathed in chiffon that stopped well above her knee, and her cleavage was almost entirely exposed. Clearly she was refusing to give in to time, and I applauded her attitude. But I wouldn’t choose that path myself. Without surrendering, you can choose to take evasive action, rather than confronting age head on. There comes a time when courage becomes foolhardy, and I reckoned for Helen that time had come.

The sad truth is that nobody has yet invented a fountain of youth for us to bathe in. Those miracles don’t yet happen. What we can do is pretend, and for creating illusion, and maintaining it, nobody could touch Marlene Dietrich. She was fabulous, and I suppose about seventy, when I saw her in concert, and her performance was engraved on my memory. Maybe her curving wave of blonde hair was a wig. Perhaps it’s true that her nude dress with a few discreetly placed spangles was hiding a tight pink rubber corset that held her upright. Certainly she was wearing heels so high they would have made a lesser mortal giddy, and she was trailing a white fox fur luxurious enough to drive any animal-rights lobbyist mad. From her daughter’s biography, I gather that Marlene was often wheelchair-bound off-stage, but she could still stalk imperiously across the stage when she had to. And when I watched her she held the whole audience spellbound, whipping them into a standing ovation. They clearly believed she was infinitely sexy and completely ageless. She stopped performing when she was seventy-three, and from that moment, the legend goes, she took to her bed in her Paris flat, talking to her friends, many of whom were world leaders, around the world on the telephone. The last thing she wanted to do in her old age was shatter her own myth by being seen as she really was, wigless, in a wheelchair without a spangle or stiletto heel to camouflage her. But these days, when the paparazzi haunt every celebrity’s doorstep with their long lenses, motivated by the knowledge that they can earn thousands of dollars worldwide with a single vindictive picture, Marlene would never get away with it.

There is one consolation for the voraciousness of today’s cameras. If maintaining an illusion is impossible in real life, at least technology has brought Photoshop. This is the computer technique of manipulating an image, so that every unwanted line and wrinkle on a face can be erased; the computer can even thicken hair and lengthen a neck. I have seen Photoshopped pictures of myself I didn’t recognise: my eyes were meltingly magnified, and my chin was tightened and softened, all without any of the pain or expense of surgery. I once wrote an article decrying this falsification, but I must admit that when I see that flattering Photoshopped picture used in a newspaper or a magazine I never ring up and complain. Honesty has its limits. The only trouble is, I dare not meet the magazine readers face to face. I know I can’t possibly live up to that image in real life.

There are women who can: Twiggy, for instance. Lesley Hornby (Twiggy’s real name before she became the face of the sixties) had the unfair advantage of perfect features – she was, after all, the world’s most famous supermodel. Still a top model nearly fifty years later, it’s not all that surprising that she has aged so beautifully, given her wide eyes, straight nose and long, slender proportions. (Not all famous beauties manage to grow old so triumphantly, though: think of Brigitte Bardot. But then, though the men who thrilled to her pouting lips, perfect French curves and tangled hair may now mourn her loss, to women there’s something magnificent about Bardot’s refusal to disguise the damage done by sun and gravity.) And now that Twiggy has been signed up by M & S, where she glides the rest of us can stumble in her path, for she is modelling clothes that are fashionable, flattering and, above all, affordable. That’s the way to do it. No funereal bombazine for Twiggy, but no exposed cleavage or spangled mini-skirts either. Dame Helen Mirren also has lessons for us older women. Her style is as regal as that of the Queen she played so convincingly: the dress she wore to accept her Oscar was gold lace, revealing, but not exposing. On the world’s biggest red-carpet stage she outshone women of half her age. Dame Helen proved that a woman can remain alluring even in her third age, because sex appeal happens in the mind.

But then again, that’s not entirely true. In my mind I am for ever twenty-eight, which happened to be my favourite age. Some of my best middle-aged friends have decided to stick at seventeen. They refer to themselves as ‘recycled teenagers’. Together we’ve taken the view that chronological age may creep inexorably on, but we will ignore mere numbers. It works, most of the time. Then, suddenly, we turn our heads as we pass a mirror and a stranger greets us. Who on earth is that grey-haired, wrinkled person who stares back at us, looking so alarmed? Oh, my God, it’s me. The temptation, of course, is to look away quickly and walk on by. Sometimes I think we never evolved to cope with the destructive impact of the looking-glass. It’s such a shock to watch yourself growing old, especially if you’ve ever been beautiful. That takes real courage. I remember the singer Eartha Kitt sitting in a BBC dressing room staring at herself in the mirror, an expression of terror on her face. I walked past, mystified. What had she got to be frightened of? She was the star Orson Welles had described twenty years earlier as the most exciting woman in the world. I thought she still looked fascinating, with her slanting eyes, her high cheekbones, her lips curling with mocking sensuality. I was in my thirties, and about to interview her. She was in her forties, and now I know what she was looking at in the mirror. With far less to lose, I now examine myself in the same way, I suspect many of us do, as we grow older. She was searching for the tiny lines around her eyes, the slight beginnings of a sag around her jaw, changes that were invisible to me but for her must have been like hearing a distant death knell.
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