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      ‘What’s it like being old, Grandpa?’

      ‘Ludo, how many more times must I tell you? I’m not old. Not yet, anyway.’

      ‘You’re quite old.’

      ‘Compared with you, perhaps.’

      ‘Compared with lots of people. Including Granny.’

      ‘Granny was born with the gift of everlasting youth and beauty.’

      ‘She’s very lucky.’

      ‘She is. And she looks after herself. She dresses well and doesn’t try and make herself seem younger than she is. She has lots of friends, she is very popular and she’s always busy. And she laughs a lot. She’s full of beans.’

      ‘You look quite young, too, Grandpa. For your age.’

      ‘I don’t always feel that young. Especially first thing in the morning. I am sometimes so stiff in the limbs that I can hardly move.’

      ‘Is that because of your age?’

      ‘I presume so. My back is stiff because the cartilage between the discs is crumbling, which means the bones are slightly out of alignment and rub together, which is the cause of lumbago.’

      ‘What’s lumbago?’

      ‘Pain in the muscles and joints of the lower back.’

      ‘And in your leg.’

      ‘And in my leg.’

      ‘But you can still play golf.’

      ‘But not tennis. Or some of the things I used to do when I was younger. Like squash. And skiing.’

      ‘You still swim in the sea in the summer.’

      ‘As long as there aren’t too many people around. I’m not a pretty sight nowadays without clothes. There’s a lot of loose skin flapping around, and my legs wouldn’t win any beauty contests.’

      ‘And you still work.’

      ‘If you can call sitting at a desk tapping away at the keyboard of a laptop working.’

      ‘Someone said his grandfather hadn’t got a very good memory. Have you got a good memory?’

      ‘I forget people’s names. Sometimes the names of people I know quite well. I spend a lot of time going through the alphabet in the hope that one of the letters will give me a clue.’

      ‘Does that work?’

      ‘Not often. The name usually comes back to me when I least expect it. Usually when I’m thinking of something completely different. I also do that thing that a lot of old people do, which is walking into a room and wondering why I’m there. And I often can’t remember where I have put things, like my reading glasses.’

      ‘That happens to me, too.’

      ‘Since when did you start wearing reading glasses?’

      ‘I meant my iPad.’

      ‘Perhaps it’s not such an old person thing after all.’

      ‘Perhaps you’re not an old person.’

      ‘I hope not. Not yet, anyway.’

      ‘So that’s all right, then.’

      ‘For the time being, anyway. Cross fingers.’

      ‘Cross fingers.’
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      Before we go any further, I’d like to get one thing straight. I am not old. I know what old is, and I’m not it.

      My grandmother was old, and lived to a great age. I couldn’t say exactly how great, for the simple reason that I never dared to ask her how old she was. It wasn’t the sort of thing children asked grown-ups. Others did, apparently, and her answer was always the same: ‘As old as my tongue and a little older than my teeth.’

      As it happens, I had an intensive hour with a dental hygienist only the other day. She gave my last remaining lot a serious seeing to with dental scaler, jet spray and polisher, and followed it up with a lesson on brushing, flossing and TePe interdental work.

      I don’t think that in all the decades of having teeth – grown-up ones, anyway – I have ever been taught the best way to ensure they are in tip-top condition. I had always imagined that a brisk scrub round with a brush twice a day would suffice.

      Given that I have more amalgam in my mouth than actual teeth, I assumed it was only a matter of time before the whole lot started to fall apart, if not out.

      A friend of mine in his eighties was told by his dentist, ‘Well, there’s not a lot more I can do for your teeth; all you’ve got to worry about now are your gums.’

      Post-war dentistry was decidedly vague on dental hygiene. I don’t ever remember being told that sweets rotted your teeth (not that we had that many sweets in those days, what with them being on ration and so on), so it came as quite a surprise when, as a boy, I was told I had a cavity in one of my molars and that it would need filling.

      Nor at that stage did I have any idea how painful it would be. Dental anaesthesia was as far in the future as space travel – and about as unimaginable. So, too, were high-speed electric drills. Is it my imagination, or did the dentist operate a museum-quality version with a foot pedal? It certainly felt like it. Like the mills of God, the large drill heads ground slowly, but, unlike them, they ground extremely large, and extremely painful.

      Extraction took place under gas. A black rubber mask was placed over one’s face and mouth, a tap was turned on, there was a faint hissing sound and the next thing one knew one’s tongue was exploring an enormous crater.

      Nitrous oxide – also known as laughing gas – is now commonly used by certain types of young people as a way of achieving short-lived euphoria. (English parks are knee-deep in empty silver bulbs.) As a boy in the dentist’s chair, I don’t remember feeling anything very much – though a school friend of mine told me that he once had a very rude dream while under the influence of laughing gas and woke up to find the doctor and his nurse sniggering together.

      Another characteristic of post-war dentistry was the conviction (in the practice I visited, anyway) that even if it was perfectly obvious that you had too many teeth to fit into your mouth, that was no reason not to try, with the help of various expandable plates, to make them do so. Which explains why so many of my contemporaries ended up snaggle-toothed. They say you can tell the age of a horse by looking at its teeth. My friends, too.

      These days it is rare to see anyone under the age of sixty with anything other than a gleaming set of perfect ivories. There is no way I can turn the dental clock back, but, as my hygienist reminded me, I am very lucky to have as many teeth as I do, and now that I know how to clean them properly I hope to keep as many as I possibly can.

      My fifteen-year-old granddaughter Tug (her real name’s Tamara, but everyone calls her Tug because she is tall and beautiful and always seems to be tugging a string of girls behind her) spent more than two years with a ferocious-looking wire device in her mouth and now has a smile as white, bright and perfect as any of those models back in the fifties whose pictures one used to see in magazines, advertising SR toothpaste. In fact, it was this amazing transformation in her looks that urged me into this brisk walk down my own dental lane.

      She said, ‘Listening to you is like reading a history book.’

      ‘I suppose it is,’ I said. ‘But then, when you think about it, your life is as far removed from mine as mine was from my parents. Both of them were born shortly after the death of Queen Victoria. When they were children, Louis Blériot made the first flight across the Channel; the streets were still crowded with horse-drawn vehicles (though a handful of brave people were driving cars built by Herbert Austin of the Wolseley Sheep Shearing Machine Company); and street lights were lit by a man holding a lighted wick on a long pole.’

      ‘Cool,’ she said. ‘Your parents were historical.’

      ‘Cooler still,’ I said, ‘is when you think that my grandmother was born just after the Crimean War, and her mother was born the same year Darwin’s Beagle was launched at Woolwich Dockyard.’

      ‘That’s really historical,’ she said.

      ‘Almost as historical as my great-grandmother. She was a Polish concert pianist, so she might have known Chopin.’

      My granddaughter is not often reduced to silence by anything, or anyone, but this passing suggestion that I might have seriously artistic blood in my veins was a rare exception.

      A day or two later she rang to say that she had been told to write something about a historical figure, and why didn’t she write about me?

      ‘Cool,’ I said.

      I certainly didn’t mean it. Never once have I thought of myself as being from a bygone age. I’m only seventy-eight, for goodness’ sake. Mind you, it is not uncommon for people of my age to bump themselves up a year or two. I myself have been heard to say I’m nearly eighty. I can’t think why. Unless it’s in the hope of getting a reply along the lines of, ‘Well, you certainly don’t look it.’ Fat chance of that. Soon after I hit seventy, I was chatting with an old boy in our village, and for some reason he asked me how old I was. When I told him, he said, ‘Christ, I thought you were older than that.’

      I suppose that to a fifteen-year-old I could seem to be a creature from a bygone age. But that does not mean I’m old. Getting on a bit, perhaps. Not quite as young as I once was. No spring chicken. But definitely not old. Or even elderly. Not yet over the hill, but happily on the brow. Hardly historical. Yet.

      I have to admit that I can’t remember what it’s like to pay for an NHS prescription or for a ticket on a London bus or on the Underground – not counting the day last week when I stupidly left my Freedom Pass behind, and discovered it costs the thick end of a fiver to travel eleven stops on the Circle Line.

      I am missing a few vital organs (or they certainly would be vital if I were fifty years younger), and my left leg still gives me gyp following two hip replacements. I quite often mislay my glasses, I sometimes have a quick snooze at around four in the afternoon, and whatever my wife may say, I do not suffer from Age-Activated Attention Deficit Disorder. If I choose to do two or three little jobs in addition to, and at the same time as, the one I was originally planning to do, that is because I want to, not because I am losing the plot.

      I have a tendency to utter a slight ‘oof’ noise when I sit down in an armchair, and a breathy groan when I stand up. This does not necessarily signify that I am in any pain – it’s merely something a lot of people do after a certain age. Like breaking wind when they bend over to tie a shoelace.

      To sum up, I am enjoying late middle age, more or less as I have been doing for the last quarter of a century. I go for brisk walks every day with the dog; I play quite a lot of golf; I sail in my Swallows and Amazons-style dinghy; my bowels have never been in better shape; I am still turning out books; and here’s the clincher: with some exceptions, people don’t think I’m old.

      I know this for a fact, because on crowded Tube trains no one ever offers me a seat. This is mainly, of course, because they are all far too preoccupied with their iPhones, and, even if they were to drag their eyes away for a nanosecond, the thought that someone might be more in need of a seat than them would never enter their minds. Am I upset? Am I irritated by their carelessness and bad manners? Do I want to sit down anyway? Far from it. I am happy to stand the whole way, even if I do have do so with a rucksack jammed into the small of my back and a semi-bearded face with bad breath inches from my own.

      Not only am I invariably the first out through the open doors, but I take the entire length of the nearest up escalator at a trot that I can only describe as brisk.

      Q.E.D., I think.

      Hello: one of my front teeth has started to come loose…
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      The English are well known as the masters, and mistresses, of understatement – often in the direst of circumstances. When in 1912, as the situation in Scott’s expedition became ever more grim, Captain Oates left the tent on the Ross Ice Shelf and, in the hope of saving the lives of his companions by sacrificing his own, walked into a blizzard with the words ‘I am just going outside and may be some time’, he set the standard for understatement for generations to come.

      One can’t help but feel that, if it hadn’t been for Oates’s pronouncement at that moment of high tragedy, one wouldn’t hear English men and women replying, when asked how they are after a certain age or following some personal disaster or tragedy, ‘Mustn’t grumble,’ or, another favourite, ‘Worse things happen at sea.’

      My grandmother always used to say, ‘Sitting up and taking nourishment.’

      It didn’t invite further enquiry, though it did rather suggest that one might have taken to one’s bed – or anyway one’s armchair. Possibly indefinitely.

      But, then, the older generation has long been equipped with a vocabulary of euphemistic ways of saying ‘We know we are getting older, but we’re making the best of it and we don’t want to go into details.’ It’s as if they, and we, had returned to the code of good manners as practised in Victorian times, when no one quite meant what they said and everyone knew exactly what they meant.

      ‘Feeling one’s age’ was another popular response among the elderly back in the sixties.

      ‘How are you?’ a friend would ask of my mother if she bumped into her in Boots Library.

      ‘Oh, you know. Feeling my age,’ she’d say. (She was probably only in her sixties at the time.) And though she might have been suffering at the time from agonising sciatica, or wondering whether to have all her remaining teeth removed to save on future dentistry, as many did in those days, they’d both laugh knowingly.

      Do I feel mine? I wonder. Difficult to say. I don’t really know how I’m supposed to be feeling at the age I am. Whether my mother felt any different at seventy-eight than I do is hard to judge since it’s not a subject she ever thought to raise. I am only sorry she is no longer here for us to compare notes.

      Dismissive phrases of this kind are still commonly heard from both sexes – the main difference being that when women say ‘Mustn’t grumble’ they mean it, and when men say it, they promptly go ahead and do so.

      Women are long suffering; men are only too happy to let you have the full details with both barrels, and, the older we all get, the more obvious it is that when it comes to putting up with the travails of old age, women have the Oates spirit with knobs on.

      Grumpy Old Men was a hugely popular series back in the noughties. None of the participants was what you’d call old at the time, but there’s nothing blokes of a certain age like more than sitting around listening to other blokes beefing about life’s little irritations – compulsory tipping, answering mobiles at the table, that kind of thing.

      Grumpy Old Women didn’t work half as well, for the simple reason that women are nothing like as good at grumbling as men.

      Disraeli’s maxim ‘Never complain, never explain’ has over the years been adopted by any number of important characters, from prime ministers to pop stars, but it could as easily be the motto for women of a certain age.

      P. G. Wodehouse – himself the master of understatement – put it more elegantly.

      ‘At the age of eleven or thereabouts,’ he wrote in Uneasy Money, ‘women acquire a poise and an ability to handle difficult situations which a man, if he is lucky, manages to achieve somewhere in the later seventies.’

      Their good fortune can be ascribed as much to their nature as to the nurture of the schools they attend – in particular girls’ boarding schools. Women are blessed with a God-given talent for friendship (with men to some extent, though chaps are often incapable of enjoying close friendships with women unless sex is involved) and the close relationships they establish at school with their contemporaries, which sometimes begin the moment they arrive, can last a lifetime, and very often do.

      From the day Mrs Matthew and her chums left school nearly sixty years ago, a gang of them have kept in close touch through marriages, divorces, death and dramas.

      Girls who went to boarding schools in her era are particularly good at this. The eccentric – not to say harsh – conditions in which they spent most of their teenage years bound them together for life, and they look back on those days of freezing dormitories, terrible food and equally terrible members of staff with humour and a weird affection that has been perfectly captured in Terms & Conditions, Ysenda Maxtone Graham’s glorious history of life in girls’ boarding schools from 1939 to 1979.

      Speaking about it with one of the old girls she interviewed for the book, I wondered why no one had thought of doing an old boys’ version.

      ‘It wouldn’t work,’ she said. ‘Boys turn into men and other things come along to occupy their minds. A lot of them hated their schools and don’t wish to be reminded of them; and anyway, once they’ve left school, men go their separate ways and on the whole don’t keep up with their old friends.’

      I was reminded of a story told to me by an old school friend, a successful solicitor, about how he went to a school reunion and bumped into a man who had been a contemporary of his, and something of a friend.

      ‘Hello,’ said the solicitor. ‘How nice to see after all these years. What are you up to these days?’

      The man replied, ‘I’m the chairman of a big multi-national. What have you done with your life?’

      An old girl of another school overheard our conversation.

      ‘Speaking for myself,’ she said, ‘the older I get, the more I need my old friends.’

      To my regret, I have lost touch with all too many of my best friends at school, and, for all my good intentions, I have never done a thing about making plans to see them again. I never go to school reunions and, were I to do so, it’s all Lombard Street to a China orange that none of them would be there.

      I suggested to Mrs Matthew that perhaps in old age men don’t need their old friends as much as women do.

      ‘Men are hopeless at keeping in touch,’ she said. Brisk and to the point as usual.
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      Are we making the best of the time that’s been left to us? It was a question my old friend Alan Coren and I would often ask ourselves. We spoke about many things, and we laughed a lot together, and talked about our childhood, and what we would do when we were old, and Alan would quote the last lines of Belloc’s poem ‘The South Country’:

      
        
          
             

            I will hold my house in the high wood

            Within a walk of the sea,

            And the men that were boys when I was a boy

            Shall sit and drink with me.

          

        

      

      But thoughts of death were often on our minds. He would say that he didn’t mind the thought of dying, but he did worry about leaving Annie, his wife, behind and how she would cope.

      Something of a hypochondriac, he would always be finding some new pain or condition that he thought might presage the end, but it usually came to nothing. One day, though, he was diagnosed with a genuine heart condition. He was on the phone in a trice. ‘You’ll never guess what,’ he said. ‘I’ve actually got something!’

      It seemed he had a large, unruptured aneurysm, the cure for which involved clamping off his aorta and sewing in a graft to act as a bridge for his blood flow. It was a great success. He called it his bridge over troubled aorta.

      Now that he has been gone for ten years I wonder even more that I might not be using however much time I have left to me to good purpose. Though what that purpose should or might be I have no real idea. Only that I am ever more conscious that anything could come along at any moment to stop me in my tracks, and turn me from a reasonably fit late-middle-aged man with a few aches and pains into a seriously old one.

      A friend, fresh back from a health- and tan-giving fortnight in South Africa, discovered that no less than four of her friends had succumbed to a variety of body blows – a stroke here, a virus there, a bust hip…

      While she was away, we had experienced something similar. One of our oldest chums had been holidaying in Somerset Maugham country and enjoying a dinner with some fellow travellers when she suddenly realised she couldn’t speak properly. She had been hit by a small stroke and after a night’s sleep suffered another.

      At the time of writing, she is home and being treated, and doing well, as they say. But the suddenness of it has shaken both of us. A mild stroke is one thing; even two. One could get over that, and she is doing so. But not one of those Mike Tyson-sized jobs that knock you into a non-speaking, non-doing-anything wheelchair.

      Apart from anything else, it buggers up so many other people’s lives – not least those who have to look after you. One can sympathise with the man who was heard to announce, ‘You can’t believe it: my secretary’s had a heart attack. Everything happens to me.’

      The Bard hits the nail on the head, as usual, in the voice of the melancholy Jaques in As You Like It, listing the seven ages of man.

      
        
          
             

            The sixth age shifts

            Into the lean and slipper’d pantaloon,

            With spectacles on nose and pouch on side,

            His youthful hose, well sav’d, a world too wide

            For his shrunk shank; and his big manly voice,

            Turning again toward childish treble, pipes

            And whistles in his sound. Last scene of all,

            That ends this strange eventful history,

            Is second childishness and mere oblivion;

            Sans teeth, sans eyes, sans taste, sans every thing.

          

        

      

      This might be a good moment for me to pause and consider my own state of play.

      At the time of writing, I can walk without a stick; I can see pretty well without having to wear glasses, though I use them for reading; I can hear perfectly well without the need of a hearing aid; and I’ve still got a good head of hair.

      This is nothing to be proud of. It’s pure genetic luck. My father had hair all his life and there seems every chance that I will too. Like him, I look after my thatch as best I can, though I was once talked into having my greying hairs (as they were then) treated with a light dye. The barber in question was of the old school – of the kind who, when a friend of mine, aged eight, was having his hair cut at Trumper’s in Curzon Street, having not uttered a word throughout, leaned forward and murmured into his ear, ‘Will we be going north for the grouse this year, sir?’

      The result of my adventure into rejuvenation was that I ended up prematurely orange.

      I do not think I shall ever be bald or know what it is like to live sans thatch. Were it by mischance to happen, heaven knows what lengths I might go to in an effort to cover a bald pate. A wig would be out of the question. Wigs always look like wigs; toupées are worse. You can spot them a mile off. And the sad thing is that the people sporting them think no one has noticed.

      The days of the comb-over – what was fondly known as the Bobby Charlton or, for more intellectual types, the Robert Robinson – are long past, and the current fashion for concealing baldness, premature or otherwise, is pretending it doesn’t exist by shaving off the last remnants.

      This would be impossible for me. In order to achieve the billiard-ball effect, one would need to have an immaculate skull, and, having once knocked myself silly on some rocks while skiing – an accident that not only very nearly killed me but required fifty-two stiches in the back of my head (without anaesthetic, I might add) – I’d look more like Frankenstein’s monster than Bruce Willis.

      I suppose I could add an amusing tattoo…

      But then I’d have to grow a full goatee with moustache and risk looking like a retired science teacher turned drug manufacturer.

      On the subject of crinosity, the older one gets the more hair sprouts from a variety of orifices, and with ever greater abundance. A full head of hair can appear to take years off an old geezer’s life, but not if it also sprouts like an untrimmed hedge from the ears, the top of the nose, the inside of the nose and from the eyebrows, so that you look as if you have a pint of prawns stuck on your forehead.

      Indeed, there are those who are convinced they are going deaf and spend a fortune on hearing aids when they would do better to have a discreet word with their hairdresser.

      Thus far I have not felt the need for artificial aid when out bird-watching, or sitting in the Whispering Gallery of St Paul’s Cathedral. I’ll admit I sometimes can’t hear everything that actors – especially American actors – say on television, but I blame them for sloppy delivery.

      I did once undergo a listening test, but only because I got something through the post offering it for free. As far as I remember, it involved sitting in the dark staring at a blank screen from which little beeping noises went off in all directions. These were gradually reduced in volume and I had to press a button if I could still hear them.

      One of the problems of tests like these are that they encourage undue enthusiasm, verging on plain lying. This comes partly from a genuine belief that, like a well-trained gun dog, one really can hear a sound that is inaudible to the normal human ear, and partly from a desire not to disappoint the audiologist: after all, he has gone to a lot of trouble to set the thing up and one doesn’t want to make him feel he was largely wasting his time.

      I suffer a similar failed sense of responsibility when at the dentist. Time and again I have sat in chairs having my face numbed, my teeth drilled and another cavity filled, wishing I could give the dentist (and the hygienist too) something really challenging to do. The best I have ever managed to offer was root canal work, and to judge from the tone of voice of all present that was pretty run-of-the-mill on the dentistry skills chart. Though I was quite gratified after it was all over (and not before time) when the dentist told me to go home and take it easy. ‘After all,’ he said, ‘you have undergone surgery.’

      The outcome of the hearing test, which I was beginning to think might show me up to have better hearing than Wolverine, proved to be disappointing. I was told that 70 per cent was about average for a man of my age.

      Still, at least I have never suffered the indignity of mishearing a word in a social situation and congratulating someone on a birth when I should have been commiserating with them on a bereavement.

      There’s a story Willie Rushton was fond of telling about a man who went round the country giving lectures on spiritualism. Having completed his talk, he would ask his audience three questions. Had anyone there ever seen a ghost? Perhaps as many as a dozen would raise their hands. Satisfied with the answer, he would then ask if anyone had ever met a ghost. Occasionally, but not often, a couple of hands would go up. With a hint of a smile he would then enquire if anyone had ever slept with a ghost.

      This would usually get a chuckle from the audience, and he would close the proceedings; but on one occasion a man at the back put his hand up and called out ‘I have.’

      The lecturer was astounded. ‘This has never happened before,’ he said. ‘Please. Come up here onto the stage and tell us what happened.’

      The man, who was elderly, struggled to feet and made his way slowly on a stick through the audience and up onto the stage until he was standing next to the lecturer.

      ‘This is quite extraordinary,’ said the lecturer. ‘A unique moment in my experience. Do tell us: what it is like to sleep with a ghost?’

      ‘Oh, I’m so sorry,’ said the old man. ‘I thought you said goat.’
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      Time was – not so long ago – when the women’s pages of national newspapers were a-groan with complaints from middle-aged women that their days were done. No one would look at them any more, or fancy them, or employ them, or allow them to dance at weddings.

      Suddenly, women of a certain age – women journalists of a certain age, anyway – have started announcing that it’s perfectly all right for them to wear skinny jeans and embarrass their children with their clothes or behaviour, and do anything they damn well want.

      The great thing about being old, we are frequently told in style and women’s pages, is that Baby Boomers don’t care what people think about them any more – the suggestion being that however unconfident you may have been when young, all that has now vanished, and because you are getting on a bit and people wouldn’t want to be seen putting a silver-haired person in their place, she or he can behave as badly as they like.

      Is any of this remotely true, or is this something that has been dreamed up by newspaper editors in an attempt to pull in more elderly readers?

      There was a feature in The Times recently about how deeply unconfident the splendidly septuagenarian Dame Helen Mirren was as a young woman, and how age has helped her overcome her self-doubt. Life is getting better all the time, she is quoted as saying. The Boomers are having a ball at seventy.

      While I am only too delighted to know how happy Dame Helen is with herself these days, I can’t help thinking that if you are as successful and rich and good looking as she is, you have little reason to be otherwise.

      It would seem that one of the main reasons she gave the interview was because she is an ambassador for the cosmetics giant L’Oréal Paris (‘Because you’re worth it’), which has just hitched up with the Prince’s Trust to help give young people self-confidence. Nothing wrong with that. But while young women nowadays seem to me to be more self-confident than they ever were when I was as young, the women I meet who are my age now seem every bit as unconfident as I am. Indeed, it’s the really successful ones who seem the least confident: in everyday life, anyway.

      It goes without saying that when it comes to professions, women are every bit as assured as men, but few can claim to be constantly on top of things when coping with tricky families, or organising social activities, or even just going shopping.

      And there’s no reason why, because newspapers like to fill their magazines and supplements and lifestyle pages with generalisations and all-round guff about the pleasures of growing old, based on a handful of celebrities, women born with a naturally modest, reserved and unassuming nature should be chivvied into feeling they are missing out on something.

      Seventy is not the new fifty; it’s the new seventy. And if Joanna Lumley adores being seventy because, she says, at seventy we lose our fear, who am I to gainsay her? Helen Mirren at seventy is welcome to feel as free and liberated as she wants, and to be what she wants to be. Others of their ilk may well be having a ball and doing what the hell they like, wearing short skirts, backpacking in Thailand and generally behaving like superannuated gappers, and for all I know they may be as happy as clams at high water.

      Or they may not. Women like them could just be saying these things simply because somebody from a newspaper has rung up their agent and asked for a quote, and because no actress, however distinguished, wants to risk anyone thinking they might be over the hill and therefore unemployable, they say what they think readers want to hear.

      It’s entirely understandable. There was a time when the roles for women over forty were decidedly thin on the ground. This is no longer the case.

      The great octogenarian Dame Judi Dench never stops working, nor do Dames Penelope Keith, Eileen Atkins, Penelope Wilton and Joan Collins, or Alison Steadman, or Patricia Hodge, or… I could go on for the rest of the page.

      I feel quite sure they are all utterly self-confident and as busy as beavers, but are the millions of women of about the same age who don’t have glamorous, well-paid jobs – or indeed have no job at all – and some of whom live in horrible homes and have horrible jobs and horrible husbands and generally horrible lives? Or even just humdrum lives. They’re all Baby Boomers, like Miss Lumley and Dame Helen, but how many of them have forgotten what it is like to be fearful and couldn’t give a toss what anyone thinks of them, and are having a ball, and reading endless newspaper articles that have them worrying why they aren’t?

      Women who suddenly start worrying that they might be getting old should take courage from the life of Dorothy Parker. One of the brightest and funniest of the gang that met regularly at the Algonquin Hotel in New York in the twenties, she and her friends created a style which, in the words of her biographer John Keats, ‘called for one to go through life armed with a wry, hard suspicion; to be always ready to acknowledge excellence, but equally ready to express an informed contempt for all that was in any way bogus – meanwhile being just as ready to have a damned good time at every opportunity’.

      ‘Promise me,’ she said to all those who came to interview her on her seventieth birthday, ‘promise me I won’t get old.’

      She died three years later. Her tiny body may have failed her towards the end, but her mind remained as fresh and sharp as ever – as did her wit. ‘It stayed in no place,’ wrote her friend Lillian Hellman, ‘and was of no time… She was part of nothing and nobody except herself.’
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