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Introduction


There goes Father Time again. With his dodgy back and long-handled scythe, which has Health and Safety reaching for their clipboards, this wizened figure has long been associated with the cycle of life. While you work, rest and buy inexpensive undergarments he lurks backstage, moving the years quietly along and trying to get the number of the pretty girl in the costume department. Until the day comes when you hit 60, look in the mirror and realise you are officially an old-timer.
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Beyond general panic, birthday cakes dangerously overloaded with candles and lying through your (possibly false) teeth about your true vintage, there is something rather neat about time. Whether you are rich or poor, happy or selling double glazing over the telephone, it is the ultimate system that can’t be cheated, the one rule that can’t be fooled with. You may tinker with the engine, but one day the head gasket is going to blow. In the future, scientists might crack the codes of old age and 1,000-year-old citizens will stride the earth, quietly stealing all the decent moisturiser and thrashing everyone at pub quizzes. But for now, there is an unshakeable direction to our lives that we must deal with. From the queen of England to the person who sold you this book, one day we will all be somewhere else – hopefully Maui.


In your thirties and forties, you might have thought the clock was racing, but now it seems to be using banned substances as well, and getting on in life brings change. Perhaps you’ve noticed that young people no longer give you a second glance in the street, but this is to their folly. Many of the more senior citizens among us have been everywhere, done most of it, and emerged a bit wobbly but otherwise intact. They might have holes in their cardigans but by God do they know how to repot cyclamens.


It might have been fun and games to make catapults or learn about fossils when you were young and hearty, but what about now you are starting to feel a bit fossilised yourself? You just know you are going to suffer a ghastly accident if you attempt to make a tree house. The Deranged Book for Old-timers seeks to find those other, more sedate pleasures, from exploring the afternoon snooze to how to twitch curtains properly. It is time to blow a raspberry at Death and give Father Time a firm kick up the bum. Yes, we are going to grow old, but we are going to make sure we do it disgracefully.
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Chapter One


Essential Clutter


When you were young, you wouldn’t have dreamt of disappearing into the woods for a day of derring-do without childhood essentials such as a penknife, three marbles and a rhubarb and custard chew (with bits of fluff stuck to it). The canny old-timer also knows there are certain things that are essential to help you get through the day, some of them in the home and others for when you venture outside.


Things to have on you


Reading glasses


The origin of glasses is as hazy as the stuff people try to see without them. They are said to be the brainchild of a thirteenth-century Florentine monk, although there is also evidence from the first century AD that Roman Emperor Nero looked through an emerald to help him watch gladiators doing each other a bit of harm. Whether these stories are true or not, the fact remains that as we age our eyesight grows weaker, along with our ability to understand remote controls. This means having a pair of glasses to hand becomes vital if you want to see what you are reading. There are some pitfalls, however:




1. Installing a pair in every room is a good idea, but be prepared for small, mischievous ghosts who will permanently hide your glasses in obscure places, sometimes within seconds of you putting them down.


2. Keeping them on your head doesn’t always work – you soon forget they are there and find yourself wandering the house for hours, looking in drawers and dusty compartments, and getting increasingly agitated.


3. Having an extra pair can be a double-edged sword. In senior moments, the aged have even been known to put a second pair on their nose when the first is already resting there. This could be due to nose numbness, which is a result of excessive blowing (see Tissues, below), but we can’t be certain.


4. Getting chains so you can hang the glasses round your neck is a fine idea, but with two drawbacks. One is you catch half your lunch in them – although this can be a nice surprise when you are doing the crossword and become peckish at around 4 p.m. Bear in mind that getting caught sucking your glasses chain is not sexy. The other is you can easily catch the chain on door and cupboard handles, neatly garrotting yourself in the process, but saving the NHS and your family a lot of hassle and cash.







Try this: if you suddenly find yourself stranded in the Australian outback or the wilds of Canada, attach a hook to your glasses chain and use it to catch small, gullible fish.





Tissues


Tissues are hugely important. Where once it would have been a monogrammed cotton handkerchief, nowadays it is paper tissues from the likes of Kleenex that have cleaned up in this lucrative market. Like miniature fluffy friends, steady streams of these have stuffed the sleeves of the elderly for years. Your grandchildren will be amazed at the seemingly inexhaustible supply, and they will go wide-eyed with a mixture of surprise and horror when a used one falls out onto the table during Sunday lunch. Remember to always keep your sleeves adequately loaded. The grandchildren might hold you responsible for the demise of trees that have got the chop just to soak up your sexagenarian snuffles, but you can counter-attack with the news that the young sniffle and blow as much as you. Note that since the sexual revolution, ladies can use man-sized tissues without fear of a reprisal.




Try this: if you want to cut a dash, go retro and get real cotton handkerchiefs with your initials on them. These can be useful at funerals, especially if you are looking for a prospective partner, since they mark you out as an individual of distinction and you can make your move while the other person is teary and vulnerable.





Pills


The youth of today might carry pills as well, but these are to be avoided as there’s a good chance taking Ecstasy will make you lose your already scattered marbles. But having a bottle of medicinal ones on your person can be doubly useful sometimes; not only will they calm your boiling blood pressure when you glimpse the rippling torso of a builder in the high street or the smooth legs of that lovely girl in the hairdresser’s, they are also useful for shaking at fractious grandchildren when they become a pain in the bum.




Try this: a bottle of pills can make a wonderful rattle for scaring cats out of your shrubbery.





Diary


As the years race by, keeping a diary becomes essential to record all those exciting events you struggle to remember. Forget the electronic gadgetry of palmtops (something to do with trees?), and BlackBerry mobile devices (not as good for you as their namesake). What you need is a slim, dependable paper diary to scribble in with your increasingly erratic handwriting. Writing badly becomes useful when arguments arise over an important date or event, because sometimes your handwriting is so unreadable that you can force a truce. The battleground where the diary swings into action is a time-honoured setting – you are sitting there with your husband or wife and the conversation turns to when John and Peggie visited last August: ‘No dear, it was September.’ The opening shot is fired, troops are mobilised. And so to the diary, that oracle of truth, where it turns out it was August. The sad thing is this matters in later years because not enough serious stuff is going on, and arguing over trivia becomes something of a delicious obsession, rather like scratching an insect bite.




Try this: if you are losing an argument over when you last washed the car, switch tactics and use the diary to slap the offending person on the head.





All change please


Make sure you have some cash on you for unexpected visits from your children as they will bring young, greedy grandchildren who view you as a kind of slow-moving bank. The regular dispensing of high-denomination coins will soon give way to notes. These kids have mobile phones to run, for goodness’ sake.




Try this: forget the offspring and blow the lot on Horlicks and lottery scratchcards.





Things to have near you


Walking stick


Walking sticks have a lengthy and distinguished history. Originally employed by shepherds to clout thieves or sheep, walking sticks gained social prestige, meaning you were regarded as someone of clout yourself if you posessed one. Fancy versions, like a full-blown ceremonial mace, while somewhat ostentatious, will certainly have curtains twitching and the neighbours wondering if you won at bingo last Saturday. Add a crown to the ensemble and you’ve got yourself a powerful P. Diddy bad-ass rapper image, which will cause Mrs Beatty at number 45 to have another one of her funny turns – funny for everyone else, anyway.


The uses of the stick are varied. If you are ex-military, whacking the side of your leg with it (preferably the one with the metal plate) while barking at your peers in the street is considered good form in upper social circles. The stick can lend you an air of authority when pointing to things, especially when being asked directions by strangers. It also gently reminds them that you are armed and possibly confused, and should not be trifled with. This also applies when you are visited by door-to-door salesmen flogging ‘made in China’ shower caps and Jehovah’s Witnesses – although why anyone would want to buy a Jehovah’s Witness remains unclear.


In the same family as sticks and often made of bamboo or rattan, canes came about in the seventeenth century as a slightly less aggressive replacement for a large, sharp sword. A swift bop on the head was at least better than losing one’s head entirely. Canes are similarly dignified, hinting at wartime injuries and devilish exploits as a youth which have now trashed your joints and rendered you unsteady on your pins. Arguably their finest use came into being when some ingenious fellow hollowed out a compartment near the top and installed a sneaky little flask of alcohol. This type of cane became known as a tippler. It has saved many old-timers from having to do the washing-up on Christmas Day by helping them to get mysteriously more pissed and unreliable with the crockery than everyone else put together.
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Try this: the crook of a walking stick is very useful for picking up things like dogs or small children.





The long-handled shoehorn


Another stroke of genius is the shoehorn, which first appeared in the fifteenth century. Elizabethans would have been particularly happy with one of these gizmos as they had silly, tight-fitting shoes, which sometimes made them ill-tempered and their faces blotchy. Early shoehorns were made primarily from animal bone or horn, which gave them their uncomplicated name. Then someone really started showing off and came up with the long-handled shoehorn. With one of these you can slip on your shoes without bending down, creaking and moaning and making yourself feel ten years older. Ideally, the shoehorn should hang near the shoes and the back door.




Try this: they also double up as paddles for kinky spanking when there is nothing worth watching on the television.





TV guide


Someone once said that life was too long to go without TV, and they may have a point. Reading is essential, radio a lifeline and doing the crossword good for preventing your brain from caving in altogether, but sometimes it’s nice to have some life in the room that isn’t asleep in a chair. Cue the idiot box. Whether you’re ranting at the feckless desperadoes on Big Brother and wondering at the state of British society today or enjoying the timeless delights of Dad’s Army and the ever-panicking Captain Mainwaring, the TV guide puts you back in the driving seat – or comfortable armchair with matching footstool.




Try this: roll up the TV guide and use it as a rudimentary bat to play peanut cricket with your loved one. If they catch one in their mouth, you are out.





The Oldie


Like the TV guide, having a copy of The Oldie means you know the score. It will keep you up to speed with what’s going on in the world of the aged with waspy reviews of plays, discourse on why you don’t want to visit Mustique and happy snaps of society’s high-rollers. Sure, one day you will be ashes scattered in the wind, but you want to dance on that wind as well-informed dust rather than fall out of the sky like unintelligent soot.




Try this: make the pages into paper aeroplanes of increasing complexity, incorporating wing flaps and Sidewinder missiles. Then bombard your neighbours with them.





Rug


In your eighties and nineties a rug becomes your best friend, especially when winter winds blast down from the Arctic, bringing snow and chilblains. At this dark time of year, just looking out of the window makes you start thinking un-Christian thoughts about your neighbours basking by their pool in Alicante. If you are wealthy, lucky or have robbed a bank, you might sun yourself in southern Spain or be a ‘snowbird’ wintering over in Florida where rugs are not acceptable accessories unless you are close to snuffing it. In northern Europe it is important to wrap a length of tartan around your knees to keep yourself warm, while looking smugly and snugly at the rain and wind lashing the bare trees outside. Lambswool and mohair are sound options, or you can pick up a tartan knee rug from under £20 online. But a word of caution for the ‘rewired retired’ who are getting the hang of this Internet thingy: you will have also bought yourself a one-handed electric food grater for £35.95 quicker than you can say ‘pointless crap’.




Try this: if your blanket is red, use it to goad bulls in a field at the nearest farm. The police will give you a severe telling off – that’s if you make it out alive.
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Chapter Two


The Grey Matters


Once you have partially or totally retired, you have a lot of time on your hands – sometimes too much. Tales abound of former captains of industry descending to the factory floor of despair when they realise they can’t spend all day fiddling with the chrysanthemums and avoiding watching Bargain Hunt. The irony is dreadful – you spend your working life looking forward to retirement, only to lose the plot and fall to bits when you get there. So find yourself a few stimulating hobbies to keep your mind busy.


Doing the crossword


A Liverpudlian journalist, Arthur Wynne, invented the modern crossword, jauntily known as a ‘word-cross’, in 1913 for New York World. But this addictive form of word puzzle is thought to go back much further. A version of a crossword has been found inscribed on an ancient tomb in Egypt. One down’s clue was ‘A collection of locusts, sounds a bit like vague’, and the answer was ‘plague’ – they had weeks of laughter with that. Then someone got carried away with ‘A female ruler with really bad teeth’, Queen Hatshepsut got to hear of this and everything went horribly wrong for someone.


Wynne’s idea fired the public imagination, and the Sunday Express was the first British newspaper to include one in 1924. Nowadays most newspapers carry them, and newsagents have a clutch of brightly coloured puzzle books to keep you going. One is never enough. The Independent and The Daily Telegraph quick crosswords always use the first two words across to make a phrase or name, which is a delightful trick to teach your grandchildren, who won’t know about it. They will have a new-found respect for you and it is good for their word power. So when they next send a text message to their friends by mobile phone, they can use the word ‘arbitrary’ and get the baffled reply ‘u wot m8?’, before being beaten silly when they are next in the school playground – now look what you have done.


With a stout thesaurus and lots of time to spare, the quick crossword is just a gentle warm-up for the cryptic one, where clues like ‘Mushroom that is bathed in electric moonlight, say’ will actually mean something. The beauty of it is once you have got into this mindset, this sort of thing is a breeze and many young whippersnappers do not have a clue how to do it.


Difficult words:


Azimuth – an angular distance measured along a horizon of an object from north or south points. We knew that.


Fanfaronade – boasting, or a blast of trumpets. This is common in gentlemen’s toilets.


Megachiroptera – to do with a fruit bat, known as Megachiropterous. Of course.


Wayzgoose – the company ‘do’, such as a dinner, typically used among printing firms. Why call it the office piss-up when you can get geese involved?
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Llanfairpwllgwyngyllgogerychwyrndrobwllllantysiliogogogoch – the 58-letter Welsh town is the longest word ever used in a published crossword. Nobody is certain whether saying it or spelling it is harder, but you can buy especially long envelopes for sending things there.


Scrabble


There is nothing like a good game of Scrabble when you are feeling wild, especially when it is accompanied by hot cocoa. Quite similar to a crossword, it was invented in 1931 by one Alfred M. Butts, a New York architect, who called it Criss Cross. The game was renamed Scrabble and came to prominence under James Brunot, who bought the manufacturing rights from Butts. It has become a worldwide hit and you can take part in international tournaments as well as play it on the Internet. The highest recorded score was by a carpenter in Massachusetts called Michael Cresta in 2006, who accumulated 830 points. Words you should keep in mind next time you play include:


Words using Q:




	Bezique – a French card game, believed to have migrated from Spain.


	Qat – also spelled ‘kat’ or ‘khat’. It’s a plant you chew for a mildly narcotic effect. Try it with your daffodils.


	Qetzal – a Central American bird with a long tail.


	Quixotic – extravagantly chivalrous or generous – except when losing at Scrabble.


	Squeezy – like your loved one after too much nougat.





No vowels but using Y:




	Crypt – a space below a church where you might have ended up being stored in olden times.


	Flysch – a series of sediments featuring marine deposits like clay and shale. Isn’t shale a lovely word?


	Nymphs – the ancient Greeks thought they were female spirits who guarded woods and rivers. They didn’t have cheerleaders back then.


	Tryst – meeting between lovers, especially a secretive one involving hanky-panky.


	Xylyl – to do with Xylene, which is an isometric mixture of other things. Go and look it up – you need the exercise.





No vowels and not using Y:




	Brr – code for ‘I am cold. Can we stop sitting behind a windbreak on the beach in March pretending we are having fun and go home?’, and good for starting arguments about whether it is allowed in Scrabble, too.


	Crwth – an ancient Celtic stringed instrument, a bit like a cithara.


	Hmm – the noise you made when your children wanted to borrow the car.


	Nth – an adjective describing the position of a subject in a sequence; i.e. to the nth degree.


	Psst – a noise you make to get someone’s attention. Or a slow fart. Both can have the same effect but the response varies.





Bridge


They say the difference between a demented maniac hell-bent on hurting people with an axe and a bridge partner is you can talk things over with the maniac. The occasional fraught scene aside, bridge is brilliant for meeting people and having fun. It’s also very good for your mind. As the grey matter becomes less elastic and learning new tricks grows harder, it is advantageous to start playing bridge in your fifties so that by the time you are in your sixties or seventies, you know what’s going on and can hold your own. It’s also a great way of getting out of the house if your day now revolves around when the best-looking daytime television presenters are on air.


Derived from whist, bridge was invented towards the end of the nineteenth century. Rumours that the name actually came from the first bust-up between two bridge partners, where one of them was pushed off a nearby bridge to a dreadful ending, are unfounded. Contract bridge was dreamt up by Harold Stirling Vanderbilt in 1925 on a steamer en route from Los Angeles to Havana. Harold was also a rather fine yachtsman and won the America’s Cup in 1930. He invented the first forcing club bidding system, and the Vanderbilt Trophy remains one of the top prizes in the game.


In a nutshell, bridge is a card game played by four players who team up to form two partnerships and involves varying degrees of skill and the presence of Lady Luck. The game is made up of the auction, which is called bidding, and play. When play is over you work out what your score is. If you are really bored by this point, take up nude skydiving instead. In a social context, people often play a few hands before or after a meal, making it a civilized occasion. Except when you get your rules muddled up, make a mistake and lose. Then you can expect harsh glares from your partner and being handed a macaroon with your cup of tea in a frosty manner.
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