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1
My Old Folks


THE YOUNG WANT it all. And why not? The trouble is they want it now; they want it all right now, today, immediately, right this minute and to hell with tomorrow. First-time house-buyers would eagerly sell years of their old age to the highest bidder if they could for money in hand immediately and consider it a bargain, too. Ask a twenty-year-old in the pub which he craves more at this moment: to live to be one hundred or his next smoke and, if he gets lucky, a white night later with the girl across the bar? Or that woman past her mid-thirties, burbling about how glad she is that she has chosen a career instead of children? Ask her whether she can ever imagine a time not very far ahead when she has neither and can no longer choose?


Yes, the young want it all, only not tomorrow: they have no ambition for longevity. They do not aim for great age or think it has anything to do with them, and they never have. Girls born as I was, in the first third or so of the twentieth century to parents who grew up in the nineteenth century, would have traded any amount of mere time for the one, the only one: the man we had been told and taught would come along to rescue and complete us.


Hollywood movies back then were in black and white, like so many influential ideas from America. The blonde always got the guy in the last reel. Brunettes too young to bleach resented the colour bias, and if it did not worry my own little brown and plaited head unduly, that was because I realised early on he whose destiny was also mine could not be an ordinary man who saw as men ordinarily see. Besides, if the onscreen brunette is curvy with a hint of dominatrix in her style, her unfortunate chevelure need not put paid to romantic expectations the way, say, grey hair would. Who woos a decrepit princess? Who applauds a creaky knight in tarnished armour? Gnomes and witches and ogres are not only old, but evil too, and they sleep alone. To be old and no longer fanciable? Ugh!


‘I’d rather die,’ says a girl and turns again to her mirror.


My generation was commonly the second and not uncommonly the first to be born in the United States. Grandparents were rare among young Americans; they belonged to the old countries – the countries of the old – where a few still clung on to life but many more were dying. American kids of my landlocked era could not visit Grandpa for Christmas in Sicily, or nip over to pay respects to Grandma’s grave in Cork or Minsk or Treblinka. Our family trees were sawn off at the root. My father, born on the cusp of the twentieth century in a Manhattan tenement flat, was the first of seven brothers and two sisters who never met their grandparents nor any of their countless European relatives, all turned into smoke over Polish hills long before air travel became everyday transport, except for the rich or for bombs.


By the time I was born in September 1935, Western civilisation’s battle against nature was in its early days and technology had barely begun its domination of earth’s bounty. I was nearly a teenager before we acquired our first television set, black and white of course, with an outsize magnifying glass placed in front of the screen so the whole family could watch at the same time. Sons back then were raised to win the bread, daughters to anticipate a vocation, not a job. After a little girl passed through the phase of wanting to be a ballet dancer, then a nurse, before settling on her predestined career of marriage and motherhood, she probably wanted to be a teacher. Grade-school teachers, who in those days were all single women, were seen by us children as a genre apart, like angels or royals or clowns, exempt from ordinary time. Teachers could be ancient, yes, most of them were and thus venerable, too; but not just plain old. Old has never been a respectful adjective for a human being. I was one of a handful of my classmates who did not want to dance or nurse, and only briefly to teach when I grew up; I was also one of very few in my class who had a generation of the aged close at hand.


‘Child, you do not know what good is,’ my great-grandmother complained when I pushed away my green vegetables.


Perhaps I did not. But when ‘Gay Gammaw’ stroked my cheek with her crumpled hand, I knew what old was.


My paternal grandparents lived next door to us in Jersey City; a flat roof between our apartments served as garden and throughway as well as a line of defence against their traditional kosher ways and comical Yiddish resignation which my mother found antipathetic and passé. Mother was a second-generation American on her maternal side, born in the heartland of Indiana to a local girl and a scholarly German Jew, Morris Auerbach. He died of tuberculosis in a sanatorium in Denver, Colorado, when Mother was just six. Mother’s mother, my Grandma Annie, was also an only child. She spoke not a word of any tongue save English with a gen-you-whine Midwestern twang. She was suspected by my paternal grandparents of eating bacon, which indeed she did, as did their son, my father, though they never saw him doing it for we scurried to hide forbidden foods whenever the rap of Grandpa Joe’s cane was heard on our stairs. In fact, they suspected my blue-eyed Grandma Annie of being a Christian, which she was not, merely a generation further away from the terrors and the shtetls. Dutifully and reluctantly, they invited her to their family celebrations of Hanukkah and Passover; in the same spirt she attended. Her own mother, my ‘Gay Gammaw’, born in an outlying area of what was then Transylvania, had escaped the pre-Nazi pogroms, God alone knows how.


None of my old people spoke of the past. They had risked everything and lost most of it to make their descendants Americans; finally they silenced their very memories in case the tales should stigmatise and endanger us. Nor did they teach us their languages – Yiddish, Russian, German, Czech, Polish and Hungarian – addressing us only in accented and fragmented English. How enriched my life would have been if only my immigrant old people had not been so self-sacrificing. Short-term memory is overrated; machines can be set to manage most of it. However, the memory of an aged man or woman, even while it is failing as a faculty, can deepen into what is virtually a new emotion, expressing itself in abstractions and in inventions, too, in tales containing history and truths that at their best ascend to art. The neglect and scorn of antique memories by a jejune society amounts to the passive theft of each life’s final treasure: its unique body of reminiscence.


Every day, my own deepening memory returns to me another leathery and oaken detail: for example, of the waiting room for my father’s dental surgery. It is separated by a small lobby from our living apartment. Stacks of Life and Look magazines are piled on the carved sideboard for the distraction of nervous patients awaiting treatment. A bubbling fish-tank holds a colony of circling guppies, lazy and anonymous. I know they eat their offspring though I have never been able to catch them at it. Two big sash windows look out on a three-storey, red-brick tenement across the street, a tramline, and a pharmacy with a barber’s pole in front of it, twisting red and white; the stripe of blue that I see was not actually there, only painted in later by my expatriate memory.


In that solemn room where children are not allowed to play, one cloudy afternoon my father lifts me in his arms to look down into a long wooden box and upon the closed face and folded hands of one who was and is no longer my darling Gay Gammaw. For decades I took it for granted that I must have been too young to have imprinted the picture I can still see with my mind’s eye of the powdery white mask beneath me, so quiet, so elsewhere. In adulthood I assumed that the pale image in my secret album had to be one of memory’s graphic interpolations, an editorial full stop tacked onto my first lost relationship. And then a few years ago I came across my Baby Book in a drawer of Mother’s desk, containing this passage in her trim backward-sloping hand:


‘Dad’n held you. You looked down upon Gay Gammaw as she lay in her coffin. Dad’n took you away hurriedly because the look on your little face hurt us all very much. You wanted to cry, to ask questions. I hope you have lost for ever the pained enquiry in your heart that day. But never forget her. She was good and she loved you dearly and from the first moment you saw her you too loved your “Gay Gammaw”.’


Gay Gammaw missed the opportunity to love my brother, too, when he arrived at last into her line of women a year after her death. Her own daughter, my Grandma Annie, however, leaped at the chance to prefer him; she moved east permanently after his birth, joined us at our country house on the lake during the long holidays, and in winter she lived in a rented flat near our own in town. Grandma Annie detested my father, referred to him as ‘that man’ in conversations with my mother, and chose not to sit at table when he was with us on summer weekends but to take her meals standing in the kitchen. Between Grandma Annie and me there simmered an overheated indifference that occasionally bubbled up into real hatred.


‘You’ll never be the woman your mother is,’ she used to taunt me long before I realised that I was bound to become any sort of woman at all.


One pleasure of increasing age is to reread books beloved in youth, sometimes to love them again, and just as often to reread and love at last books that bored or bothered long ago. Only yesterday I was reading a Carson McCullers short story published in the year of my birth and out of the shadowy prose sprang a forgotten American word: ‘chifferobe’. Originally it must have been a frenchified chiffonier, preferable to a vulgar ‘chest of drawers’ among terribly nice middle-Americans even as they mutated it with ‘wardrobe’. ‘Chifferobe’ was one of Grandma Annie’s words. Seeing ‘chifferobe’ again in all its ill-educated gentility, I remembered how Grandma Annie never cared a ‘hill of beans’ for religion; how when she went to visit her second cousin in Tampa, she stayed in a ‘hoe-tul’, with the emphasis on the first syllable. I also remembered once overhearing her ask my mother:‘Myra, what do Lisbons do in bed?’ Oh yes, and she was glad, too, she would never be buried in a Christian cemetery because ‘There are too many of those fancy Muslims in them.’ And then I had to remember more.


I am twelve years old; Grandma Annie is in her sixties, about a decade younger than I am now. My parents have gone out. My little brother is asleep next door, still in the bottom of the double-decker bed that we used to share until I was old enough for a room of my own. I leave off reading now in my room and slip out to forage for a shortbread cookie. Grandma Annie is alone in the dimly lit hall. She wears the ruffled navy-blue dress with white polka dots. Her greying hair is in its customary chignon. A few hairpins have tumbled to the floor. And Grandma Annie is thumping her forehead against the wall and she is crying:‘What’s wrong with me? What’s wrong with me? What’s wrong with me?’


I creep away, scared by what I ought not to have seen and cramming it into a dark corner of the chifferobe that is memory.


Sometimes when I was little I would look up from my scribbling, as I can almost do now, and see Grandma Annie chewing the side of her tongue and staring at me narrowly, silently. Whenever she washed my hair, the shampoo stung my eyes and she tore at the tangles as she brushed it afterwards. Would her wretched distaff-line never be broken by a stalwart youth to make his women proud and support them in their old age? She wanted me gone or at least replaced. Then at last when I was nearly four, hallelujah! The boy was born! Grandma Annie liked me no more than before but at least I was promoted to second-best instead of worse than nothing.


Grandma Annie was born in the Klan-ridden flatlands of America, a little alien delivered practically in hiding, a pretty girl but not strong in any lasting way, widowed before her mid-twenties with no alternative then but to return home with her baby daughter and live with her own warring parents. Meagre family lore had it that Gay Gammaw and her husband spoke not one word to each other for the last twenty years of their marriage; instead they gave the child, my mother-to-be, notes to carry from one to the other in scabrous Hungarian. Mother told me when she was little her grandfather had locked himself in a room containing a barrel of pickles and there he starved himself to death, or so she had been told. Grandma Annie, poor soul – still young, trapped in a house of silent rage – would never be made love to again, never be caressed and never admired, least of all by her clever daughter, her only child, her only hope. And what does the bright, beautiful daughter go and do? Barely twenty-one with an honest-to-God Master’s degree from Indiana University, she goes and marries for love a handsome older man from the East, a man who then proceeds to let both mother and daughter down when he turns out not to be what he never said he was: not to be what they thought he should be. He transports them, not to the bright lights of New York City, but to a slummy trap across the river. And who cares if I, a little girl, their first-born, by standing tiptoe on a chair at my bedroom window can just about see the Statue of Liberty? Why, that man’s parents do not even speak proper English.


‘Never analyse love,’ a London pseudo-counsellor recently admonished his radio audience.


Love for him and his listeners is a sexy romance he quite rightly says cannot sustain much examination. But there are many kinds of love; there is love in retrospect, too, love that is the gift of finally understanding better and understanding more. Grandma Annie, poor woman, in the confusion of encroaching senility, aware only of what little she had ever had and all she was losing, thumped her addled pate against the rigid past. Grandma Annie, dependent on people she had not chosen, people who would never have chosen her. Grandma Annie, let me try to love you now, inspired, I hope, by humane compassion and not by pity for my own diminishing self. Yes, I will love you at last, Grandma. I will.


And a fat lot of good it will do either of us.


Mother was a gifted show-off well into old age. Ever daydreaming above her station, beautiful to look at in her youth, she could have been a spectacular actress. When I was a little girl she told wonderful and scary stories, traditional as well as made up, for a weekly audience of children at a community centre in the city: ‘Auntie Myra’s Story Hour’. And during the summer holidays she organised local kids and led a band of us in frolic and make-believe. Sometimes on sunny mornings Mother had my little brother and me link arms with our chums and then, shoulder to shoulder, she steered us slowly down the steep, grassy hill beside our summer house, chanting her words: ‘Old and crippled and crippled and old; old and crippled and crippled and old . . .’


Faster and faster we went as irresistible gravity grabbed our ankles, dragging us to the foot of the slope and jumbling our words, ‘Oh, and, crip-crip-crippled, oh-oh-oooold,’ finally tumbling us into a breathless heap. Mother’s game, as childhood games always are, was both metaphor and rehearsal for a fact of mature life. Ordinary time flows downhill and passes with increasing speed when there is less of it ahead. Have young and old ever seen eye to eye? How can they? How will they ever? Increasingly these speedy days, the generations barely brush shoulders in passing.


When Mother was sixty and my father was in his mid-seventies, they sold up both city and summer house and moved to a gated, guarded, retirement community near Princeton, New Jersey. While Mother could still see to read and before arthritis deformed her fingers, she used to type long letters to acquaintances in California where my brother was resident and my parents wintered every year. In Mother’s wide correspondence, cherished by its chosen recipients, she referred to the ersatz retirement village as Geriatric Gulch where, she said, reality was considered so tactless by its aged residents the local ambulance rode out disguised as a Bloomingdale’s delivery van. After her ninetieth year, although Mother continued to manage her own accounts thanks to an enlarging machine for degenerating eyesight, she began to spend most of her waking hours curled up in a corner of the big sofa under a wall hung with African masks she had collected for their sheer incongruity in that place. She never watched the eternal television, but neither did she switch it off. She barely noticed visitors for she was deep in a process more demanding than society: she was rejecting life point by point before it rejected her. When she ate from a tray on her lap, she chewed the food reluctantly and critically, showing particular distaste for any dish that once had been a favourite. My mother’s geriatric defence against the imminence of death was to dismiss and ostensibly to despise whatever she depended upon or had once loved. Once when we had been sitting alone in silence for an hour or so, she turned from the television and snarled at me: ‘I don’t like you!’


The words return now as a perverse endearment.


Mother’s disdain, always palpable, was directed finally against death itself. She died early one January morning just a few hours before I was scheduled to fly from Heathrow Airport for what had become fortnightly visits during her last months in and out of hospital. I must assume she did not want me at her deathbed for my sake and her own, and so let go of life before my arrival. Upon my landing at Newark Airport, one of her hired carers who had come to collect me told me Mother had secretly arranged to be cremated without ceremony or witnesses, immediately and expensively, too. My first act as an orphan was to rob the local bank. The carer kept the engine running while I went in to do the business before Mother’s demise became common knowledge in the community, whereupon her current account would be frozen and my power of attorney rescinded.


‘How’s your mum doing?’ asked the friendly teller.


‘Never better,’ I said and faked a cough to cover the break in my voice.


I rang the crematorium, arranged to pay the bill, and asked them to send the ashes to her house – it was still hers – but, please, not to deliver them until the following Monday when my brother was scheduled to join me from California. Then I set about making myself busy, too busy to think, sorting out jam-packed cupboards, stacking battered pots and saucepans for local charities, skimming books unread for decades. I was surveying a dresser drawer full of stockings, pre-war girdles, and garter-belts when the doorbell rang. The young man was there to collect Mother’s hired wheelchair, was he not? No. No, he had come not to collect but to deliver. When I closed the door and turned back to face the empty, over-furnished rooms once more, I held a parcel wrapped in brown paper and addressed to me. My hands shook; small bones rattled. It was the farewell performance of a born actress. Right to the last act my extraordinary mother transmuted fear and disappointment into the scornful laugh her script required. The young do not imagine how sly can be the craft of senescence.


Long before my father’s death in 1981, Mother had begun to leave the house only to shop or for doctor’s appointments. Go out for a walk with ‘Dad’n’ and me? What for? A woman with a Master’s degree in Sociology from Indiana University; an author who had published a dozen of her short stories in niche literary magazines: what could possibly interest such a woman in a community centred on a golf course?


‘A hole in one,’ she said, ‘distracts fools from the hole awaiting one.’


So my father and I walked out alone. We did not speak much; we never had spoken easily or often, apart from when I was a child and we used to sing together in the car; his tone was true, mine tended to sharp. Side by side we sat on a bench and watched the incomparable colours of October in north-eastern America: golden oaks, evergreen conifers, red maples close to combustion under scissors of wild geese cutting through an azure sky that buzzed with early hints of snow. A white-haired woman passed us pushing a trolley towards the community grocery store. A car drove by very slowly, the female driver hunched over the steering wheel like an aged seamstress at a sewing machine. A crone wheeled her Zimmer frame out of the front door of a nearby house and onto the porch; she sniffed this way, then the other, as old sailors test the weather; she turned and wheeled herself in again. Curtains twitched where a stout woman watched her, them, us, and everything.


‘You see how it is here, Irma?’ said my father. He sighed: ‘Only the men die.’


Nature is not politically correct: men and women are not alike, not yet. The sexes have different priorities and strategies right to the end. The menopause is a first signpost pointing towards decrepitude for women, as impotence is for men. The end of possibility for one, the end of action for the other. HRT replaces;Viagra enables. But neither tricks nature for long and nothing fools time, not in the long run. How different was my father’s befuddlement and sorrow in old age from the blame and bitterness of my mother. When he looked back on a life of lost music and rejected love; he saw his own failure; Mother looked back and saw only treachery and the betrayal of her promise. The day after my father’s final consignment to a rest home, I watched her weeping and enraged as she ripped out his dedications from all the books he had given her as love tokens in their youth. While she was distracted for a moment by a stubborn binding I rescued a book from the stack and hid it from her tearful wrath.


‘To Myra,’ reads the dedication dated 1930 in The Works of Epictetus, ‘who has sought light and found it; who can now see the truth which leads to Happiness. May I also breathe in your atmosphere? My love for ever, Irving.’


When I hold the book loosely in my hand it falls open always to the same page containing, among a collection of ‘fragments’: ‘A daughter is to a father a possession which is not his own.’


I was over sixty when I came upon my father’s high-school diploma and learned from it that his birth name was not Irving, as I always heard him called, but Isidore.


The lower age limit for admission to my parents’ community was set at a mere forty-eight in order to allow for second and third wives of elderly husbands. When the women were finally widowed most of them stayed on in the houses they inherited. Women of my parents’ generation pretty much took charge of the ageing process just as they had always been in charge of routine and diet and the home. Meanwhile, the men played games or dozed, chewing their words and their food slowly as their appetite for battle and triumph dwindled into incapacity and grumpiness. Recollections of my old women are clear and verbal; of my old men they are impressionistic and return in the form of feelings, often startlingly pure. Only my paternal grandfather, Papa Joe – a natty patriarch, as befitted a pattern cutter and tailor of the ghetto – so overshadowed his wife that she must ever be the haziest of my old folks.


Grandma Ida was not so much resigned to a life of obedience and acquiescence but born to it as birds are born to fly and fish to swim. Memory must squint to see her, always in the kitchen, her court and kingdom, where she enforced the strict dietary laws and men entered only on sufferance. When my grandfather became very old and especially after the quiet death of Grandma Ida, his sighs seemed to be exhaling life itself. I think he must have died at home while I was abroad; I know only that one day he was no longer there. My father alone of my old folks died in a long-term nursing home; out of the reverie of his final years emerged sighs too but, unlike Papa Joe’s orthodox resignation, my father sighed in a grief so profound that he was soon forced by the pain of it to flee into visions from the past as hallucinatory and intemperate as those of some damaged war veterans.


My father returns to me vividly, painfully with certain chords and strains, especially of Gershwin and other old Manhattan music that floods my heart even now at my age, when a woman expects sentimental regrets to be over.


‘It’s never too late,’ crooned an attendant nurse seeing me listen and watch helplessly as my father departed this life via his past.


He alone of all my old people knew how to offer unequivocal love. But none of us knew how to accept it. And it is too late. It always was.


My old people can set me no example of how to pull off my own ageing in a world so changed from theirs. We, the new old of Western societies, are increasingly numerous and relatively healthy, commonly living to an age that not very long ago would have been considered freakish. We are more numerous than our ancestors, more energetic and experienced, in general more educated and, if not always more prosperous, certainly less often hungry. We are pioneers, the first of our kind. So I start out as my own mapmaker in territory where my age practically disenfranchises me among the young, who are not merely contemptuous of white hairs but sometimes downright hostile. According to a recent journalistic poll 40 per cent of the British fear loneliness in their old age; you can be sure loneliness will be the experience of many more of us when the time comes. Old age is lonely for us new aged and the parents of few children. But as the present, and the future, too, are built on the tales and the details, both mundane and dramatic, of the past, I will find established old natives to help me find the way, or at least to entertain me as I go. I carry with me the only tool that can sharpen with age: wisdom – the apotheosis of common sense.



An Old Voice Remembers: Anne Valery



Talking to men and women of my generation, I am struck again and again by how we shed freight from that heavy-goods vehicle, memory, as we age and gently drift back to early events that were the making of us. Growing old, as it separates us from the world, returns us to our original selves. Unless we resist and cling to the ballast – to objects, to money, to sex, to size eight – as if it were the ship itself, growing old means becoming more intensely our essential and singular selves.


From practically her first breath in 1928, Anne Valery led a life of bold colour and independence. Soldier, model, actress, and finally a successful author of scripts and memoirs, Anne retains into her eighties an aura of head-turning beauty. She also to this day deserves an audience for anecdotal memories that are sustaining and amusing. Her listeners can sense too that for all their entertaining and enlightening value, Anne’s memories are often the products of pain and early confusion, governed always by the courage and curiosity of a woman rare for her own time and still rare in this one.


I get up every morning at eight. But I sit in bed and read for two hours. I have hot water and bread in bed and then get up about half past eleven. As a child I had to have breakfast in bed because I was delicate. My problems were caused by the nurse at my delivery; she tied the cord wrong and gave me a strangulated umbilical hernia, only back then they didn’t know what it was. When they finally operated I woke up with septicaemia and of course this was before penicillin so I nearly died. I had absolutely gorgeous hair then, I can say it now; I had hair women dream of! It was white-blonde and out to there, a bit Pre-Raphaelite with soft curls. And my mother, who cared terribly about outward appearances, had said: ‘Don’t let them cut your hair off!’ It was something they often did in hospital. I was in a surgical ward. And the screams! Well, I saw this matron whom I did not like coming towards me with scissors and, to the astonishment of the two doctors near by – I can still see them in white jackets with white gumboots on – I sat straight up and shrieked: ‘NO!’ That was in 1936, when I was eight, and from that moment I started to get better.


In London then the air was full of sulphur. Two million chimneys! We saw the sun a third of the time that children see it now. There was a pall of yellow fog. But even so, London was beautiful;everything looked black and there was a wonderful unity about it. I was born in Eaton Square and all my life slowly moved down the King’s Road. When my father and mother separated, Mother got £4 a week. My poor mother had to get a job. She had never worked but she was taken on as a manicurist at the Army and Navy Stores, simply because she was so pretty; she had Titian hair, a cream skin, black eyebrows, and the bluest eyes you have ever seen. She also had a gorgeous voice; a teacher of opera offered to train her for free, but my grandmother wouldn’t allow it. Good girls didn’t go on the stage. I had the same problem: I was good at painting and maths, and I wanted to be an architect, but my grandfather wouldn’t allow me to go to university. Because Mother was working, she had to find me a weekly boarding school.


That poor woman lived under such illusions! She sent me to a convent school in Fulham Road. I was just six. And when the other girls discovered I was a Protestant, I got locked in dark cupboards. I remember the first time the nun took me for a bath. It was winter, and she said: ‘Undress yourself. Face the wall and don’t look down when you undress.’ And she put a bath vest on me because you must never see yourself naked. And afterwards I got into a damp nightdress and slept on an iron truckle bed. I didn’t cry. I shared a room with a terrifying sixth-former who wore pebble specs and who said:‘Don’t expect me to mother you; I am going to be a nun!’


I loathe religions, all of them. I remember one of the nuns took me into the chapel. I had never been in a chapel. And she showed me a statue of someone with golden locks and big blue eyes, and she said: ‘Who is that?’


And I said: ‘Jeanette MacDonald!’


One Friday after school I was waiting for my mother in my school uniform when a nun came up to me and said my grandfather was ill so my mother would not be coming for me. Everything started to go a long way away, sounds went a long way away, and I saw black outlines around people. It turned out I had pneumonia. I survived it. But I took all my dolls and buried them in the garden. I would have read the funeral service over them except I have mild dyslexia and couldn’t read until I was ten. The doctors said I had to live above the fog line; Swiss Cottage was meant to be above the fog line, so we moved again. I spent the rest of my childhood in a much nicer school until the war in 1939. I still wanted to be an architect. But I also wanted to be like the girl in the newsagent’s who wore a crocheted jersey where all the straps showed through. I thought that terribly grown-up, especially the shadow of her cleavage. You see? We all want practical things.


We had painting on the first morning at school. And I got carried away. No canvas could hold me! When the bell went, everyone left and this little girl came up to me. She was utterly round, with mauve-blue eyes and very thick plaits, the kind you could put in an inkwell and use to write. She put out her hand and said: ‘Would you like me to be your best friend and take you in to lunch?’


So I put my hand in hers. And she is still my best friend. She married the son of a friend of my mother’s and they had a perfect marriage. Serendipity, you see?


My godmother put me down for Roedean because my godfather had left an educational trust. But my mother didn’t like the uniform. So I went to Badminton, just outside Bristol, which was considered safe at the beginning of the war because German planes couldn’t get that far. It was bombed, of course, and bombed, and bombed. We were all praying they would bomb the Domestic Science block. The school was evacuated to north Devon. The moment I left school at age sixteen, my mother bunged me into a finishing school, although in reality it taught typing and shorthand. I ran away with a friend called Linda and we joined the American army as civilian employees: fifteen officers to each girl. What an eye-opener! I’d never known a boy before in my life. I started to drink quite heavily, only because it was there. I lost my virginity quickly. To an American, a shit as it turned out. Eventually I joined Special Services, with a uniform and all; we could go out in the evening to the fleshpots of Pontefract: one pub! But we used to go to London, too, to the Café Royal where you could put your uniform in a kit-bag and don a dress and shoes.


I had to be an actress. There was nothing else I could do, was there? I wasn’t an architect, was I? When I was twenty-two I got a contract with the Rank Organisation. The other girls were all sent to a drama teacher to iron out their cockney accents; I had to get rid of my Oxford accent. I have been in cabaret with Rachel Roberts and Ron Moody. Tip-top! They went on to wonderful things and I went into the brand-new commerical television station. They were still building the studios around us. They actually built me into a studio once. It was 1956; I had done a programme and I went for a sleep in my dressing room. I woke up an hour later and when I went out into the studio, there were these two men. I said: ‘Where’s the door?’


One man said: ‘There might have been a door. In the future there could be a door. But there is no door now!’


I asked: ‘Where do you think the door would be?’


‘Well,’ he said, ‘that’s what we’ve been brooding on.’


At last they very slowly removed one breeze block and as it came down there was the face of a startled man on the other side. We had taken the wall down in the Gents’! I really should write the history of telly because it’s disastrous, and it’s funny!


My mother thought men were marvellous and only men could do this, or could do that, which drove me mad even as a child.


‘You must find a man, darling,’ she’d say to me. ‘Oh, darling, you’ll marry a rich man.’


But I wanted to have adventures. I was beautiful. Vogue chose me as Face of the Year for 1952. You know how your eyes fade as you get older? When I was young my eyes were bright emerald-green and I had thick, long eyelashes. I miss them. That’s the one thing I miss most, eyelashes. My eyelashes have got thin and short and I no longer have emerald-green eyes. I don’t remember when men stopped looking, but I certainly remember when they looked. I’d go into a room and there’d be a sort of hush. The reason my mother still looked so young when she died at ninety-three was that she still had thick, black eyelashes. All our family live for ever; everyone else died in their nineties except my grandmother who was 100; my great-grandmother was 103; my great-grandfather 101; and I had one great-aunt of 107. And yes, they smoked and they drank. My uncle, who was a great fornicator, was a great drinker too and a smoker; he was ninety-something when he died. One of my aunts buried three husbands.


I find being old very interesting. The older you get, the less you have to lose. You can do anything you want to. I eat when I want to. Get up when I want to. Go where I want to. I’ve been lucky; my hip replacement is the best they have. I cannot understand these old people who say:‘Oh, I’m so lonely. Nobody ever comes to see me!’ Do they never go out? Do they never invite people in? I have lots of young friends.


I got married when I was nineteen to a Greek poet. I left him when I was twenty-five. I should never have done it. He was the most lovely person and terribly grand. But you do silly things when you’re young. I married again, but it came and went. No children. No, no children. My friend downstairs has two little girls and I am their ‘non-godmother’.


My first book was about my childhood. And for the next eighteen years I wrote and I wrote and I wrote. I wrote and I wrote and I wrote. I wrote fifty-two telly plays and half the series Tenko. I did a theatre play, two autobiographies, and a history of Britain in the Second World War called Talking About the War. And then I thought: That’s it. Done! I am not going to write again! Money and revenge are the only real motives for writing. I don’t want to work like buggery. I want to do what I want to do. So ten years ago I bought this flat with my savings. When I had been here two years I sold it on to National Provincial, or Prudential or something, for a sum in my hot little hand, and £500 and something a month until I die. That and my tenant will allow me to live here at least as long as inflation doesn’t get too bad.


You really wanted me to talk about getting old and about death, didn’t you? All I can say is: how do you know you’ve gone too far until you’ve got there?
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Talking to Strangers


AS WE PROGRESS towards extreme old age, necessity becomes more and more difficult to distinguish from pleasure. The pleasurable necessity of sound sleep, of familiar food and good digestion, of walking in the open air and being able to see what is before our eyes; the necessary pleasure of a cup of tea, or a tot of vodka; and the pleasurable necessity of communicating with others: the vital and affirming delight of speech. Less than ever these days are we the aged sheltered among related generations in big families or small intergenerational communities; less and less do we grow old as part of any family or any kind of community who will listen to us with genuine attention, or at least with respect, or at the very least with patience. Less and less do youngsters care to try to understand what the hell their old folks are blathering on about, let alone how it might pertain to themselves, to their history, and to their future. Even meals-on-wheels teams often forbid ‘carers’ when dropping off food trays to chat with recipients lest it delay deliveries.


We the old and ageing must nowadays take an audience captive whenever we can; otherwise, if we wait for ears to be loaned instead of grabbing them on the run, many of us will have no occasion from one day to the next to speak a word, not one word, to another human being. A necessity as well as a pleasure of being old is the freedom to talk to strangers in the street, on public transport, and in the queues that keep urban lives in order. To make our presence felt, we old gasbags talk to strangers, to each other and, now hands-free mobile phones have removed public soliloquy from the stigmata of lunacy, more than ever we talk aloud to ourselves.


True enough, thanks to nutrition and medical science the numbers of aged are increasing, while at the same time our families shrink and scatter. Furthermore, every day another neighbourly point of contact vanishes into cyberspace or is given over to distant strangers with exotic accents and alien frames of reference. Twenty years ago – even in the midst of this vast city, London – familiar and friendly faces were encountered on both sides of transactions at the local bank, for example, where tellers as often as not greeted customers by name, admired their children, and expressed worry about old regulars not seen for a while. A Christmas card from the bank manager to those in the black used to arrive every year back in the 1960s and 1970s; an invitation to join him for coffee – or even, so I heard tell, for lunch – meant you had arrived fully-fledged in the new meritocracy.


Until recently a group of customers waiting around in banks and shops might start spontaneous seminars on politics, finance, family problems, or love: convivial exchanges that have been made redundant now by do-it-yourself checkouts and holes in the wall that require our backs to be turned to the breathing world and to each other. Surely talking to strangers is much better than keeping an imposed public silence; talking to strangers must be better than nothing. There is often something to learn or relearn from impromptu conversations. Whenever I find myself in Paris, for example, I stop passers-by to ask for directions to a nearby street or metro station, just so I can hear again how many reply: ‘Oh, it is much too far too walk.’ And thus I confirm my observation of the disdain in which a true Parisian holds areas beyond his arrondissements.


According to a sad little item on Radio 4 this morning, postage stamps could soon be supplemented and no doubt in due course will be sacrificed to payment online. Some day only rich eccentrics will collect those sticky bits of history and artistry that once served as a beautiful geography lesson to children of every class in our society. Soon only the very old will be able to remember when the post was a pipeline for news and friendship and love. In my youth, thank-you notes and letters of sympathy to the bereaved, and of course love letters were all scripted from heart to hand with a pen and ink; businesses alone used chilly typeface. More than half a century ago we American girls – and it was only girls – no matter our gifts or dreams, sat side by side in classrooms adapted to the ‘secretarial course’ where we learned to type to a professional level. The other day while queuing in my local post office I heard again in my mind’s ear the orchestral clatter and ping of our typewriters that in its way made ingenious music. Around me stood a few young people, distant and bored, glued to their own portable sources of digital racket while we old people stood invisible among them to receive our handouts. In front of me was a bent white sparrow of a woman. No old lady worth her salt is seen out and about without a carrier bag; hers contained a bouquet of perfect white lilies, too perfect, too white, and devoid of scent.


‘Your flowers are very pretty,’ I said, for preamble is not required when old strangers meet and chat in passing.


‘They’re to put on a grave,’ she replied.


Her solemn face betrayed no sudden crease or spasm;evidently her grief was ingrained and habitual.


‘They steal the real ones, you see,’ she told me. ‘Too cheap to buy their own flowers for their deceased folks, you see,’ she said and then added thoughtfully: ‘Or maybe too poor.’


‘I wonder why they don’t steal flowers like yours? Silk and plastic are nearly everlasting.’


‘Real ones are nicer under the circumstances. Real ones are more appropriate, you see. I would love to take real ones, but I can’t go very often these days. And they steal the real ones, you see, so I take these.’


Walking home with the application form to fill in for my ‘freedom pass’ entitling over-sixties to free public transport in London, I thought about what the stranger had taught me. Graveyard etiquette apparently requires real lilies to decay and leave behind only stalks, stems, and scraps of ribbons; real flowers are the Christian equivalent of living retinues sealed into eternity with embalmed pharaohs. We Jews, on the other hand, when we visit our dead leave on the grave a pebble, as enduring as loss and as imperishable too, should our circumstances prevent a return to the burial site.


During the early part of my grown-up working life you could say I talked to strangers professionally; as a magazine journalist I was often sent out to interview the celebrities of the time. Among the titles on my imagined shelf of books I never wrote is one jotted into a notebook from that era: People I Have Almost Met. The tale begins in Manhattan in the 1940s: a bearded man dressed in deerskins leans against a skyscraper and frowns at the passing traffic.


‘Irma, I want you to go up to that man and say hello,’ my mother urges me, pushing me forward.


‘Hello,’ I say.


The man looks down, takes a moment to collect himself, and says: ‘Hello, kid.’


‘Never forget,’ says my mother, squeezing my little hand, ‘you just said hello to Ernest Hemingway.’


Ten years later a friend at Columbia University invited me to a gathering in a downtown bedsit; it was being held by a poet he knew. I sat on the floor, an arch and cultivated din ringing over my head, while I gazed speechlessly at a coffee cup holding a culture of green mould under W.H. Auden’s bed. Of course, Hemingway and Auden and all the others I almost met never almost met me; why should they? Marlon Brando, sitting on a swing in the park outside my junior school during a break from filming On the Waterfront near by, certainly never nearly met me, never saw me gawping. Nor did Peggy Guggenheim meet me when she cast her avid eye over those gathered at a dinner party where I was a minor guest. And there was that old film star, what’s his name? The one who always played a good guy despite his bad guy’s aura? He had an Irish surname and Latinate colouring: what was his name? He was the only interviewee to make an opportunistic pass at me, not counting Norman Mailer. But the writer wasn’t serious; his pass was just a habitual tic; how could he have meant it with his then wife patrolling outside the room where our interview was taking place? Tennessee Williams barely noticed meeting me; I would certainly not figure in his biography. Nevertheless, the playwright saved my life. Had he not postponed an appointment for our magazine interview more than four decades ago, I would not have changed my reservation on a plane that went down with no survivors in the English Channel.


And so our memories date us and put us out of fashion. My droppable names are slipping every day a little further beyond their use-by date; already even the best of them have no impact among young listeners. Mind you, the young do not listen as well or even as politely as we used to do before the invention of mobiles and iPods, and the young have never talked well to strangers. For a start, young people venture out alone in public much more rarely than we oldsters and it is tricky even for an old hand like me to instigate a conversation when I’m outnumbered, unless it is with a couple grown old together, moving as one, each talking to the other as to himself. Even then, in my experience, it is the woman who enters into the exchange while her husband listens with bemused tolerance. When youngsters talk to strangers it is as a first step towards something they want, probably sex; so the little egocentrics simply cannot comprehend that chatty oldsters merely need to hear and to be heard, to emerge from invisibility and validate our continuing presence on this busy planet. The young are suspicious of what appears to be a dotty old lech of either sex who tries to start an ad hoc conversation. And besides, youngsters now lack historical vocabulary; they have more trouble than any previous generation knowing what on earth old timers are talking about.


‘Have you no black ink?’ I asked the young salesman.


The big stationery shop sold books, magazines, sweets, toys, soft drinks, and computer accessories, but no ink could I find.


‘It’s for a pen,’ I explained when he finally located a bottle of black ink behind a rack of ballpoint pens. ‘A real pen, I mean: a fountain pen.’
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