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Introduction





Entering your sixties brings with it a warm and fuzzy
feeling of freedom through redundancy, through
obsolescence, through living outside of the conversation
and forever existing on the wrong end of the stick.


Nick Cave
The Red Hand Files





Back at the beginning of 2020, before Covid struck, we had a kitchen put in.


(I should probably emphasise that we are not the sort of people who idly, even casually, have kitchens put in. My mother had inherited some money, and was so appalled by our kitchen, which had remained unchanged for more than thirty years, that she told us she wanted to buy us a new one. We said yes, with grace and no little gratitude.)


The whole operation would take between three and four weeks, and we were advised to move out for the duration. As it happens, my partner Polly and my son James spent most, if not all, of that time in the flat, breathing in copious quantities of dust and shortening each of their lives by several decades. But I hit the road, and went off to visit some of my friends outside London that I hadn’t seen for some time, in one or two cases years, and whom I had never previously seen in their natural habitat. A working holiday, I told these friends. I won’t stay more than three days in any one place, because no guest ever should, and I am close to deadline on a book I’m writing, so you’ll hardly see me. Have laptop, will travel.


Those three and a half weeks were one of the most fascinating experiences of my life. I learned so much about myself and about my friends (who, in all cases, I thought I knew pretty well) that I am anxious to do it again, go and see different people, maybe some of the same ones, go out and learn more. Next time I won’t do it in January, because it was bloody cold everywhere, occasionally wet and often rather bleak. England in winter isn’t for exploring; it’s for staying inside, drinking tea and reading books.


As it happens, all the people I visited, except one couple, were about my age or a little older. I was born in July 1960, so at the time of my tour I was fifty-nine, with a prominent birthday on the horizon. In January I was trying my hardest not to think of this prominent birthday, but visiting people who had already passed through that terrifying threshold was actually a glimpse, not so much into the future but into different sorts of present that none of us could quite escape. One man (single, big house) was cheerful but lonely; one couple were missing their sons, who had all grown up and moved out; another couple told me they slept a lot, and they did, a hell of a lot; a third couple had the toughest job of all, looking after their granddaughters, aged seven and eight, because their rackety daughter couldn’t look after them herself for drug-related reasons. Everywhere I went there was a slight undertow of sadness. Not terrible misery, because we are all British and we make the best of what we have, but a tinge of disappointment, of this-is-where-we-have-ended-up, of stoical acceptance of less than ideal circumstances. In the past we had our youth and the promise of what was coming next. Now our youth has vanished and what is coming next you really don’t want to think about. We have made decisions, some of them ill-considered, others downright foolish, and now we have no choice but to live with the consequences of these decisions. So we do. It’s not ideal.


The thing is, we’re not old. We are fit (to an extent), we have all our marbles (at least for now) and our faces, some harder than before, some softer, tell the stories of our lives. When I was young I thought remarkably little of sixty-year-olds, mainly because I thought almost entirely of myself. Now I’m sixty other people matter much more to me, and the fragility of our lives, the knowledge that things may suddenly go wrong in a way that can never be put right, gives those lives a piquant new flavour. In Britain, relatively few people die in their fifties, but in their sixties they start keeling over in droves. I have three very good friends who were all born within six weeks of each other in 1949. (They are all in my pub quiz team, as it happens.) One of them, Chris, got a nasty cancer and died in early 2016, aged sixty-six. The other two, Patrick and Alan, are both fit and healthy and functional. Either of them could easily live another quarter-century. I myself am planning to live well beyond the age of a hundred, mainly to annoy people. When you are fifty, death is still freakish. When your friends die young, it’s a shock and a surprise. When you are sixty it seems reasonable to assume that quite a lot of us won’t be here in ten years’ time. We don’t know who, but we each hope it won’t be us, and that we will still be here to see them off. When your friends die old, it’s still a shock, but it’s no longer a surprise.


About a decade ago I wrote A Shed of One’s Own, a meditation (with jokes) on male middle age. At the age of fifty I had what I thought was the mother and father of all midlife crises, which turned out to be a perfectly ordinary, even boring, midlife crisis, and Shed was the result. I haven’t re-read it since, because I have no strong wish to relive what I remember as particularly grim days. If you write autobiographically tinged non-fiction as I do, each book represents who you were when you wrote it, and if you can find the courage to re-read it later you will realise how much you and the world have changed in the years since. Whenever I look at Rain Men, my first book, which was about village cricket, I love the energy, the rage, the effervescence, the sheer bagginess of it, and recognise very little of what currently constitutes my life or my personality. I think a lot of us think of ourselves as serenely unchanging, as beacons of consistency in an uncertain world. Writers know otherwise, as do musicians, and artists of every stripe. You look at your early work and shudder, even if it was, objectively, so much fresher and more energetic than your later, more technically adept work. So this book doesn’t dwell on what was then, because that has gone, for ever. Instead it seeks to describe what is now, when we are no longer young, but not yet old. We are somewhere in the middle, and even the term ‘middle-aged’ doesn’t quite do it justice, because whippersnappers of forty-five could justifiably use that word to describe themselves. And ‘late middle-aged’ just sounds like a euphemism or, worse, a squeaky little genteelism, like saying you live in west West Hampstead when you really live in Cricklewood.


So Richard, my publisher and friend who is a year younger than me (but for god’s sake don’t tell his bosses because they will try to ‘retire’ him), and I coined the phrase ‘young/old’ to describe our current state. (That was actually the working title of this book.) We are far too old to be young, but we are also too young to be properly old. I still have all my hair and all but two of my teeth, but I have bags under my eyes you could carry the shopping in. Swings and roundabouts, swings and roundabouts. Not that we could go on either any more, as all that fast movement up and down and round and round would make us vomit, pass out or possibly die.


My friend Adrian, who is about nine months older than me, rejected the idea for this book out of hand. ‘What do you mean, young/old? We’re just old.’ He said this while sitting in the pavilion at Lord’s in early April, watching the first day of Middlesex v Derbyshire, for which I had prepared by donning thermals from neck to ankle (a wise precaution, although the wintry sun did peep through the clouds once in a while). ‘Just doing this makes us old buffers by definition,’ he pronounced. But Adrian is as bald as a coot, he has three grandchildren, and his wattle is so pronounced he could probably smuggle drugs in it. We had to agree to disagree, as icicles started to form at the end of our noses.


A note on the title. ‘Still a bit of snap in the celery’ is a phrase Richard Ingrams invented to promote his magazine the Oldie, and Richard my publisher decided to steal it, there being no book with that title (until now). Its purpose is to suggest that while we might be getting on a bit, we are still fully functional (fill in obvious joke here). It has the benefit of being positive, because in the main my attitude towards the early sixties, where I now reside, is and remains positive, even though my fear of the future seems to grow daily. I liked ‘Young/Old’ but it was decided it was a bit ‘Ronseal’: it does what it says on the tin. This is not considered a good thing in publishing today, for reasons I don’t wholly understand, but I can live with it. You do live with things at sixty-two. What does any of it matter in the long run?


The comedy of it all gets me. If you try to cut your toenails with anything less than a blowtorch, you are compelled to laugh, because the only alternative is stabbing someone with those now useless scissors. I have realised, in writing this book, that I am living through one of the most purely humorous phases of life, which may be why I laugh out loud if I happen to catch sight of my naked body in a mirror. (Our flat is full of mirrors, possibly as punishment for some long-forgotten crime.) Certainly my children, now in their early twenties, see me as a figure of fun, not to be taken entirely seriously until they run out of money and need to ask me for some.


But, like the Oldest Swinger in Town, I hang on slightly desperately to whatever of my youth remains to me, so I have decided to ignore Adrian, and I reject utterly his opinion that we are now just old. You may be, sunshine, but I am not. I find myself encouraged in this endeavour by the words of another friend of mine, who first read A Shed of One’s Own in his late thirties. He thought it was hilarious. Then he read it again when he was forty-nine and thought it the most terrifying book he had ever read. I like that reaction. I would send him a copy of this book, if only I could remember which friend of mine this was, but as I said, I am now sixty-two, so obviously that would be too much to ask. If it was you, please let me know, and if it wasn’t you, please don’t pretend it was. So let’s press on now, with an update on that most worrying of our various problems, the Body. Do you still have one? Is it complete and functioning within normal parameters, as they say on Star Trek? I very much hope so . . .
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Body


When you are a child, you look down at your body and think, wow, that’s rather neat. Five toes on each foot: who thought of that? You are small and compact and quite unlike those huge hairy adults who stop you eating Smarties at all times of day or night. One day, long in the future, you might grow into one of them, but as a child you never think about this. You are too busy running around and having energy. You cannot imagine a time in which you will not spend all your time running around and having energy. Lucky old you.


When you are an adolescent, you probably look down at your body with disgust. It’s too fat, too thin, too misshapen, too hairy, not hairy enough, and you still have just the five toes, just like everyone else. You have an overwhelming desire to tattoo one of your toes, just to look different. You may well be astonishingly beautiful to all other age groups, but not to your own, and especially not to yourself. Is that the first inkling of a zit on your forehead? The world has come to an end.


When you are a young adult, you have a vital decision to make: am I going to bother with my body or not? Are you going to look better and more handsome than you ought to, or can you not be bothered? Will you lose weight, or bulk up, or wear decent clothes, or develop a personality that will win friends and influence people? Or will you slob around in old sweatshirts, eat pizza every day for breakfast, maybe grow a disastrous beard that will put off everyone other than the insect life that will soon infest it? Or maybe you don’t feel that this is your decision to make, that everything has been decided for you by your genes, your parenting, your environment and all the wrong decisions you have already made? Tough times, your twenties and early thirties. Some of us even start going bald, which is just testosterone laughing in your face.


In middle age, which seems to go on for ever, we get the first presentiments that the body does not come with an instruction manual. (Or, in the modern way, the manual is somewhere online, and you might get round to downloading it but you will never get round to reading it.) Bodies start doing strange things we weren’t expecting. Noses and ears start sprouting hair where there was none before. Where once we could get away with only shaving every few days, some of us now have to shave almost hourly. You have lost the gloss of youth, to be replaced by the dull emulsion of middle age. Was that it? you ask your body. Yes, says your body, and you’ve blown it.


So once you reach sixty, you really have been through it. Your body is no longer the high-performance twin-camshaft speedster of your youth. It’s now a sputtering Ford Escort with chronic rust. It’s different for everyone, of course. Some of us have serious health problems, and one or two of us won’t recover from them. But most of us are knocking along all right, negotiating the gradual transfer from the middle lane of life to the slow lane, behind all the lorries and the cars towing caravans. There’s only one consolation in all this: when you look in the mirror first thing in the morning and see a half-mad seventy-five-year-old looking out at you, at least you know you probably have fifteen years before you look like that all day.


Ears


Just as women above a certain age cannot hide their scraggy necks or liver spots on their hands, because life is cruel like that, so men who have had all the plastic surgery in the world can do nothing about their ears. They just keep growing. If you had small ears to start, then by late middle age you will have normal-size ears, all the better for listening to things. If you had medium to large ears, the sky’s the limit – literally, if you’re in a high wind and you suddenly become airborne. Dumbo was not, as we had always previously assumed, a young elephant, but an old man with enormous ears. As we approach sixty, all the blood that previously ran to our sexual organs now goes to our ears. This is why they go an unpleasant shade of purple whenever you see an attractive woman.


My benchmark for enormous ears was always the film director David Lean, the sight of whose aural appendages now elicits a small gasp of shock from anyone who has never seen them before. It’s like going into Tesco and seeing a woman with enormous silicone-enhanced breasts, when you had just dropped in to pick up some avocados. But at least she chose to have these things clamped on her chest. Lean could do nothing about his ears. There’s no such thing as ear surgery. No one flies to Thailand to have their lobes reduced. In recent years Elton John’s ears have expanded promisingly, although I feel they would look more in proportion if he didn’t always have that cat asleep on his head. Quickly typing ‘famous men with huge ears’ into Google gleans a list that includes Will Smith, Russell Tovey, Daniel Craig, Gary Lineker and HM the King. It is of course a vicious irony that as your ears grow ever larger, their ability to perform their primary function declines ever more swiftly. Several of my contemporaries are now assuredly hard of hearing, and a few wear hearing aids, although you would barely know it, as these aids get smaller and less noticeable (if not actually more effective) with each passing year. My own hearing is OK, but my problem is tinnitus, which is loud and constant and takes out certain upper sound registers as if with a meat cleaver. This is what we learn with the body: that if it’s not one thing, it’s another. Tinnitus, of course, is completely incurable: you just have to get used to it. My doctor, who bought his bedside manner on the cheap, just sighed with inexpressible boredom when I told him of it. Couldn’t I get ill slightly more interestingly? The doctor was about thirty-two. He has since died, although probably not from tinnitus.


We have left the best till last. (‘Deferment of Gratification’ could be my middle name.) Ear hair. I touched on this awkward subject in Shed, when I had at most two or three hairs growing from each ear, and plucking them out regularly (and painfully). Now there’s a small copse in each lughole. In this house they are referred to as ‘Daddy’s ear shrubbery’. Why do they like it in there so much? Were these hairs always there, under the skin, from babyhood, waiting patiently for late middle age to strike? Occasionally you see a very old man with the usual huge ears and, inside them, a thicket so dense you would need a team of tiny gardeners wielding minuscule scythes to keep it under control. I used to see such men and think, Poor guy. Now I see them and think, My future.


Feet


No one is ever going to pretend that feet are things of beauty, except on tiny babies, obviously. But by adolescence they have already mutated into smelly, misshapen items often covered with unsightly hair and concealing all manner of fungal infections in their warmer, moister regions. Can it get any worse? By golly it can.


The feet of a sixty-year-old make you want to cry. As well as the toenails, which grow at the speed of sound and are so thick they are essentially indistinguishable from horn, the soles of your feet are now so well insulated with leathery layers of dead skin you could probably stick a drawing pin in them and not feel it. (Which isn’t such a bad thing if you are prone to leaving drawing pins lying around.) The weird thing is that only some soles of some feet are affected. My right foot is as leathery as an old saddlebag, and I have to buff it with a pumice stone after every bath. My left foot isn’t leathery at all. Why is that? Do I favour my right side, lean on my right foot more than my left? It doesn’t feel as though I do, but then the sixty-year-old body is constantly telling you things you didn’t know, and probably didn’t want to know.


More mysterious still are the deep crevasses in the leathery sole, which obviously started off as ordinary creases in the skin but have since developed into mighty canyons, down which you could probably go on a decent adventure holiday if you felt so inclined. Not that they hurt or anything, but what I find weird is that the skin at the bottom of these megacreases is just as hard as the skin at the top. Which suggests that the dead skin goes a long way down, that your foot is even more leathery that you ever realised. Yes, I know, I should just put on some socks and forget about all this.


Skin


We all know that skin gets looser, loses its elasticity, as we get older, but this much? I seem to have so much more skin than I used to, more than I ever thought it possible to have, although not as much as some people, thank heavens. Our better-fed friends who lose lots of weight are very rarely told that they will retain all the skin that previously contained their excess poundage, and nor are they advised what they should do with it, where they should put it all. You can have plastic surgery to have it removed, but what happens if you put some of the weight back on? Will the remaining skin be able to do the job previously achieved by half as much skin again? I have no idea, but the phrase ‘burst like a sausage’ has just sprung into my mind.


I have always been quite a slim person, although like nearly everyone I am not quite as slim as I used to be. (We’ll be addressing this subject more directly later.) But the skin is definitely showing its age. On my face it’s now appreciably redder than before, which I attribute to sun damage, more than forty years of shaving and booze. My partner Polly has told me that I can no longer wear dark red shirts (a long-time favourite of mine) because ‘they clash with your face’. Elsewhere it seems to be bearing up better, although there’s no escaping the scraggy neck, the now prominent jowls, the patches of rough skin distributed randomly around the body, the slightly more pockmarked nose I seem to be getting, and the monumental eyebags, which recall for me the 1970s BBC newscaster Peter Woods, whose eyebags suggested that he was suffering some secret and profound sorrow, when he was really only thinking about what to have for dinner. If you have a long, lugubrious face, as Woods did, the eyebags only make you look more miserable. In fact, I suspect that age only accentuates what we perceive to be our worst features, and minimises or entirely wipes out what in youth were our natural physical advantages. You can try to fight this process of decay, with exercise: swimming, hefting weights around, jogging, the full monty of madness. Or you can eat the full monty of breakfast and stop worrying about any of it.


Hair


By the age of sixty you’re lucky to have any hair left at all, and what there is has probably gone grey, or even white. For some reason it is perfectly acceptable for women to dye their hair all sorts of unusual colours, although I always feel slightly aggrieved when a young woman dyes her hair grey, in a wild display of careless youth, little knowing that the average age for Britons to start going grey for real is just thirty-four. (The hair gods are not mocked.) But when a man dyes his hair any colour at all, it looks ridiculous. Paul McCartney has had more hits than anyone and has more money that the King, but the distressing shade of bright purple he used for so many years on his hair made him a figure of fun, the Ted Rogers de nos jours. There’s something about hair dye that accentuates the ageing, saggy face beneath, but only on men. If they also dye their beard, they just look like old mini-cab drivers, marinated in failure and disappointment.


That this is unfair is apparent, but at sixty you should have stopped saying life is unfair at least half a century before. The truth is that women are better at looking after themselves, because they have had a lifetime of being judged almost solely on appearances. So when they reach the nursery slopes of old age, they know what they are doing in a way that most straight men simply don’t. (The gay men of my acquaintance tend to be better preserved.) A year or two ago I went to a college reunion of my contemporaries: my year, the year above and the year below. The women had all taken good care of themselves, and one or two were actually more attractive than they had been at twenty. (Genuinely so: it was a pleasant surprise.) Whereas the men, with a handful of exceptions, looked terrible. Huge bellies, disastrous combovers, great white beards, skin like overcooked gammon and, in one or two cases, an air of palpable defeat. One of them I had last seen when we graduated, when he was a rather chipper fellow with a decent line in dirty jokes and a Zapata-like black moustache. Now he was unimaginably small and frail with a huge white beard which looked as though it was growing him rather than the other way round. We had a brief chat, at the end of which he passed out, collapsed to the floor and had to be carried from the hall. I think he may have been quite seriously ill, although we didn’t talk about it, because men never discuss such things, especially after not seeing each other for forty years. But what did stick in the mind is that he was at most eighteen months older than me.


This will sound like boasting – and even if it is, I don’t much care – but I am one of the better-preserved specimens of my generation, with (very nearly) a full head of hair of which only the temples have gone grey. But I have always looked years younger than my age, and when I was twenty-five, looking fifteen was by no means an advantage. (The last time I was asked for ID when trying to buy alcohol, I was thirty-seven.) Although I aged rather disconcertingly during the Covid menace, and now really struggle to get out of the bath without hydraulic equipment, I feel this is payback time.


After I wrote A Shed of One’s Own, I went to speak at a number of literary festivals about the horrors of being middle aged. At every literary festival I have ever been to, there is at least one furious man of late middle age or older, often sitting in the front row, with steam coming out of his ears. Whoever you are, whatever you have to offer, he hates your guts. (At the Hay Festival, there were three of the bastards, an all-comers’ record.) So there I am, up on the stage, having talked the talk, and taking questions afterwards, as you do. Furious man puts his hand up.


‘You dye your hair, don’t you?’


No, I don’t as it happens. This is entirely natural.


‘You dye your hair, don’t you?’


Not since the last time I looked, I don’t.


‘You dye your hair, don’t you.’ Note that this has ceased to be a question and become just a statement of ‘fact’.


I take the next question, from a smiling lady in a nice hat.



More hair than before


We should never underestimate the sheer and lifelong trauma of losing your hair, because otherwise why would so many men invest in wigs and hair transplants? The alternative is to wear a silly little hat like the Edge of U2, who already has the burden of having renamed himself ‘the Edge’ sometime in his early twenties, an error he has almost certainly come to regret bitterly. There’s a part of me that desperately wants him to take off the hat and say, Actually, my name’s Dave and I’m as bald as your friend Adrian. And there’s a rather bigger part of me that knows that this will never happen.


Wigs are a testament to man’s vanity – which is fine, as we are allowed to be vain – but also to man’s ineluctable foolishness. Every man wearing a wig walks down the street thinking, with great pleasure, I have a full head of hair. Everyone who passes him thinks, That man is wearing a catastrophic wig. Only a very few rugs manage to pull off the impossible, which is to be so like real hair it never even occurs to you to try to pull it off.* William Shatner’s wig, which in many ways blighted my childhood, I have written about more times than is entirely healthy, but the one that really surprised me was Christopher Lee’s, which I never guessed was a syrup for a moment, possibly because he had been wearing one in exactly the same swept-back style for more than fifty years. Would he have looked even more terrifying if he had taken it off?


I have more sympathy with people who get hair transplants, because although, like donning a rug, it’s almost always a mistake, it’s not one you can easily correct. Once installed, it’s there for good. And while wigs are inexpensive, hair transplants cost upwards of £10,000, which is probably about a pound a hair. It’s also supposed to be quite painful, when you are having it done. I can’t imagine the level of psychological pain (horror at being bald) you must have to endure to go through the physical pain and the financial pain of having one put in, only to feel the pain of disappointment when it sits on your head like a stuffed ferret. If men actually talked about such stuff, their friends would always advise them against. But obviously men do not. When a friend of mine turned up to a get-together with a new hair transplant (to be fair, a very expensive and not bad-looking one), we all noticed, and no one said a word. There was an omertà of embarrassment. No one brought it up for a month or two. But I think the shock was not that he had done it at all, but that we had all thought of our friend as a supremely confident and assured character, and his hair transplant demonstrated that he was far more vulnerable than he had appeared. In that respect a hair transplant can say more about its owner than mere words ever can. Most of us had only known him thirty-five years or so.


Teeth


A few years ago, when I was in my late forties, I went to a couple’s joint sixtieth birthday party, as you do. The party was full of people who were the same age then as I and my friends are now, and the one thing I noticed, because they all leant close to talk to you because the music was just that little bit too loud, was that many had the rankest breath imaginable. All of them were fighting a war against gum disease and tooth decay, and for several the war wasn’t going too well. Casualty numbers were impossible to gauge, as everyone had a full set of teeth, one of two of which may still have been real. I remember nothing else about the party, which felt like a grim presentiment of my own future and that of my friends.


I think we are doing better than this, but only just. The smokers and heavy-duty coffee drinkers have breath you could probably walk on, but most of the rest of us seem to be able to pass among our fellow humans without making them want to throw up, which is a boon. We floss like maniacs, we clean our teeth hourly, we use those wonderful little TePe brushes to de-plaque the ever-widening gaps between our teeth, and every so often we go to the dentist for some unavoidable surgical intervention, the next step down the highway to gummy toothlessness and a gleaming set of plastic gnashers. In the past couple of years I have had a wisdom tooth pulled out, my first extraction, and another much-filled tooth was given a root canal, also my first. That tooth has had bits dropping off it ever since, and the dentist sent me off to a specialist to have it removed as well. And so it goes on, and in between visits to the hygienist my teeth have passed through the yellow stage, past ochre and are now verging on brown. Every time I catch sight of them in the mirror I blanch. They still work, just about, but there’s now so much mercury in my mouth my days of passing through the airport metal detector without setting off all the alarms must surely be numbered.


All this, of course, costs unimaginable amounts of money. Did anyone tell us when we are young that most of the savings we were trying (and mainly failing) to accrue would be spent on dental bills? When you go to the bank to borrow more, they often ask you what you need it for. Pay off credit card bills, you say, or buy a run-down rustheap of a car to replace your current rustheap. No one mentions their troublesome top right molar.


The British, though, are believed to have legendarily bad teeth, mainly by Americans, who all had theirs done years ago. Even the most decrepit oldie in the US seems to have perfect, gleaming white teeth, whether or not they regularly appear on primetime TV. I think I’d prefer bad breath to that. One or two friends of mine have had their teeth whitened, and the effect is utterly discombobulating, as though you had taken your old rustheap of a car, replaced its radiator with a brand new one from a current model, and left the rest of the vehicle the same. When the cricketer, later commentator Shane Warne had his teeth whitened, he would appear on Sky Sports and grin threateningly, as though to say, these teeth cost me a fortune. Blinded by his gnashers, we, the viewers, stopped listening to what he was saying and just stared at his teeth. I often wondered whether the teeth contributed in some way to his ridiculously early death, aged fifty-two, just after a massage in a Thai hotel. The future’s so bright you gotta wear shades.


Stomachs


Although a few of my friends retain their slim, lithe, youthful figures, having sold their souls to Beelzebub, most of us continue to pile on the pounds.* ‘How did I get so fat?’ asked a prosperous-looking friend of mine. By eating at least two huge meals a day, I didn’t say, and never doing any exercise, other than walking to and from the fridge. Men who were quite large at fifty are now absolutely vast. You would have thought their bodies had reached their limits some time ago, but it turns out there’s always room for one more curry, and there will be room for another one tomorrow. A friend of a friend is what is known as a trencherman. The three of us met in a pub for a drink at around seven o’clock, but it turned out the pub wasn’t doing food. The trencherman looked panicked, then increasingly desperate. Where was he going to get his next enormous meal from? He started sweating, couldn’t concentrate on our conversation. Then at about a quarter to eight he cracked, and fled to the Indian restaurant he had noticed round the corner. I realised then that greedy people are always on the lookout for nearby restaurants in case of emergency. The trencherman has been told by his doctor that if he doesn’t stop eating and drinking too much right now, if not sooner, he will die. He told us this while holding a glass of red wine about the size of a swimming pool.


Back of the knee


This is said to be the only part of the body that doesn’t have a proper name, other than ‘back of the knee’. I think I may have found another. When fat men go bald, or bald men get fat (either will do), they develop a strange little horizontal fold at the back of their head, just above the hairline. It is very much not a thing of beauty, and is particularly noticeable on angry bald fat men whose pint has not been poured to their satisfaction. At such moments the fold can seem like a symbol of all their manifold disappointments, one of those things that was only going to happen to someone else, and not you. But here’s a thing. I am neither fat nor bald, but I have exactly the same fold, invisible to all but me, feeling it with my fingers and translating that information to the mind’s eye. There is no escape from any of this, and to think otherwise is only to fool yourself.


Face shape


This is one Polly noticed and passed on to me, like a small bar of plutonium during an unusually perilous game of pass the parcel. In our early sixties our faces begin to change shape. If you always had a round face, as I did, it gets longer; if you always had a long face, it gets even longer. At the same time your eyes recede, giving you a myopic look you may never have had before. Why? How does this work? Who does it possibly benefit? Are we supposed to end up barely recognisable to ourselves, let alone to other people?


Bladder and prostate


One thing we all know about getting older is that your bladder seems to function less effectively. You wake up in the middle of the night and need a pee. Then you start waking up a second time needing a pee, and after that you can’t get back to sleep because you have started to worry about your prostate, which is the real villain in all this. An enlarged prostate gland is, not always but occasionally, a stepping stone to prostate cancer, which could mean a prostatectomy and all sorts of nastiness I really don’t want to think about.


So far, I have been lucky: I rarely need to get up to do a pee before the very early morning. Nonetheless, I was in a pub the other day with a tiny loo and only one urinal, which was occupied by a young person. On and on he peed, splashing away unceasingly. I was standing nearby, gagging to go, and trying to guess how many milk bottles he would have filled with his urine tsunami. Two, maybe? Three? At home our only loo is in the bathroom and my son, aged twenty, likes to have incredibly long baths, to the point that it is worth checking from time to time that he is still alive. My bladder used to be such a patient organ, but now its needs must be addressed rather more swiftly. So I know from bitter experience that even if I have been desperate to go for a pee for ages, I will rarely fill more than half a milk bottle. The outside of the bottle, the dry bit, is also disconcertingly warm after I have peed into it. Has my pee always been warm? There’s another thought I didn’t need in my head.


So, on a friend’s advice, I went to get my prostate checked out by a doctor wearing rubber gloves. Long and short of it: it’s fine. A great sigh of relief. I remembered the playwright Simon Gray going for a thorough medical when he was in his seventies. Do you want the good news or the bad news first? said the doctor, who obviously fancied himself as a bit of a comedian. The good news, said Gray. You’ve got prostate cancer, said the doctor. That’s the good news? said Gray. Well, it’s not going to kill you, said the doctor. The bad news is that there are so many other things wrong with you one of them will get you first.


Here’s the good news. Nature has devised a simple way to keep your prostate in good condition: regular ejaculation. Milking the gonads, with or without the aid of the internet, or if you’re really lucky, sex with a proper human being, is good for you. But that’s enough on that subject.





* I feel certain that the desire to pull off another man’s wig is one of those human universals, like the need to jump into a pile of autumn leaves on the pavement, or when you are waving around a pretend lightsabre, the need to go ‘Zhummm! Zhummm!’ under your breath.


* In July 2020 Saga Magazine polled 8,500 of its customers, few of whom will see fifty-five again. Of these, 76 per cent weigh more than they did in their twenties, and 46 per cent of men had gone up two or more clothes sizes. Forty per cent said their weight gain had begun in their fifties. The rest of them, presumably, were lying.
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