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  INTRODUCTION

  

  I have an old book on my shelves called How To Be Happy Though Married, published in 1886. It was written anonymously, by ‘a graduate in the University of Matrimony’, who turned out to be a minor cleric, born in Ireland and educated at Trinity College Dublin, the Revd Edward John Hardy.

  It was a serious handbook for people about to get married, full of sensible advice with chapters on the choice of wife, choice of husband, honeymooning, money, servants, health and rows or, as the author puts it, if ‘they had a few words’. It was witty and clever with good anecdotes.

  He tells a story about a young girl wanting to marry a young man. ‘My dear,’ says her father, ‘I intend that you should be married but you should not throw yourself away on a wild worthless boy. You must marry a man of sober and mature age. What do you think of a fine intelligent husband of fifty?’

  ‘I think two of twenty-five would be better, Papa,’ replies his daughter.

  Good joke, and one that seems very modern. I hope I can manage to be as modern and informative and amusing on the subject of being eighty.

  But the aim is not just to appeal to those about to be eighty, but to everyone everywhere who feels they are getting on, that oldness is creeping upon them – goodness, whatever happened to the years? – which can strike you at twenty-nine and not just seventy-nine. With a bit of luck and the wind behind you, you could all make it to eighty. This is what it is like, more or less, so be prepared. Don’t dread it. Embrace it.

  Unlike the Revd Hardy, I intend to make my offering totally personal, as it is also a memoir. It is my report on being me, reaching the age of eighty.

  The first volume of my memoirs, The Co-Op’s Got Bananas, covered my long and exciting and wonderful life from my birth in 1936 to 1960, the year I got married – a period of some twenty-four years. Volume two, A Life in the Day, went from 1960 to the death of my wife in 2016, covering some fifty-six years.

  This present memoir should in theory therefore cover an even longer period, let’s say sixty years, which will take me up to the age of 140. Can’t wait to read it. And even more so to live it. Meanwhile, this book will be solely concerned with the past two years of my life, since I turned eighty.

  We all do live longer these days. Being eighty is not at all out of the ordinary – in fact it is commonplace. There are 1.4 million of us over-eighties in the UK cluttering up the hospital waiting rooms and the decks on cruise ships, sitting on expensive properties, with money in the bank. The Bank of Grandma and Grandpa is far better funded these days than the Bank of Mum and Dad. Some of us of course are impoverished and ill, with no home and no savings. Some of us are lonely, having ended up on our own, for a variety of reasons. We come in all shapes and conditions, we elderly folk.

  My main concern is personal: to record and ruminate on what it has been like for me to be eighty – what are the pleasures and pains, the joys and ignominies, and perhaps to pass on a few wisdoms, learned as well as stolen. One of the joys of being eighty is that we have been young, while the young have not been old. We know what it is like. They don’t. So we are the winners. Listen up.

  Reaching eighty, I found a strange thing happening to me – I started boasting about being eighty. For most of the early part of my life I was rather embarrassed by looking and acting and being taken for someone much younger. Going to interview famous people for the Sunday Times in the 1960s, I was often shown to the tradesmen’s entrance while they waited at the front for the real and grown-up journalist to arrive. It was one reason I grew a moustache, to make myself appear older.

  Until very recently, while still in my seventies, I did not generally reveal or mention my age, though I was always pleased when I was taken for younger. It would not have affected my career or social contacts, having my age known – unlike a footballer or dancer or actor, who, over a certain stage, about say twenty-five, never want their age mentioned. I have spent a lifetime writing books and journalism, an occupation where no one cares how old you are, how smelly, how unfit, how haggard, how drunk, just as long as you can turn in the words on time and in some sort of readable order.

  But once I reached eighty – on 7 January 2016 – I found myself constantly bringing it into the conversation: ‘I was talking first – don’t you know how old I am? Certainly I will have another bottle of Beaujolais – don’t you know old I am? ’Scuse me, I was at the top of this bus queue – don’t you realise how old I am?’

  I will be unbearable if I ever reach ninety.

  Reaching eighty coincided with my wife dying, after fifty-five years of marriage. I suddenly had to cope with being a widower, a single person, something I had never been in my adult life, living on my own, trying to manage all the domestic stuff I had never bothered to learn. I had to get to grips with being old and on my own, an elderly person, no doubt about to fall to pieces, with all the aches and pains that age brings.

  So many decisions I had to make, once my wife died – boring stuff like funerals, probate, wills, and then stuff that was personal and peculiar to me and Margaret. We had, for example, a country home at Loweswater in the Lake District, where for thirty years we had lived half of each year. What was I going to do with that? Could I possibly live there for any length of time on my own?

  And my London home – the three-storey Victorian house that we had lived in since 1963 and where our three children were born and grew up. It seemed obscene and gross to contemplate living in this large house full-time all on my own. Yet how could I bear to sell it and move somewhere smaller?

  Just as unthinkable – could I possibly tolerate someone else living here with me? A lodger, a stranger, entering through my front door, striding through my house?

  And then chums, a companion. What was I going to do without someone to talk to, confide in, shout at, argue with, have meals with, go on holidays with, just be with, at least now and again? Obviously I was thinking that a female companion would be most pleasurable, but would I feel guilty, ashamed, embarrassed? And anyway, how would I go about it, at my great age, after fifty-five years of marriage to the same person? And what would it feel like?

  My wife Margaret enjoyed being on her own. She was self-sufficient, never liked parties or social occasions, happy with her own company, along with a good book and of course visits from our children and grandchildren. She could have managed on her own. But my image of me, my character and personality, was of a jolly social animal, who loved people and parties and action, so I had always imagined I could never cope on my own. It was the thing I most dreaded. God forbid, I used to think, I hope I will never have to live on my own, just with myself, stuck all day with me. Oh no, save us from that.

  So those were the problems and challenges I faced, and the decisions I had to make, serious and trivial, passing and permanent, personal and yet universal, for there are people in similar situations all over the country, all over the world, going through roughly the same things. Always have been. Always will be. This is how I personally solved them. More or less.

  London, July 2018

  (My eighty-second year. Thanks for the presents.)




  1

  MEMORIALS FOR LOVED ONES

  Margaret died from cancer on 8 February 2016, in the Marie Curie Hospice in Hampstead. She had been there for four weeks, which on the whole she declared to be ‘pleasant’. She was aged seventy-seven and we had had three children, Caitlin, Jake and Flora.

  My first reaction had been ‘straight to the crem’, which was what her father Arthur, who died at ninety-six, used to say all the time from about the age of eighty onwards. He didn’t want any fuss or delays, just to get it over with. I felt the same. Margaret herself would have been against any event or memorial, wake or celebration, but on the other hand she had always said that the dead should have no say in such matters. They were not here any more. It was up to the living, those left behind, to do whatever they wanted to do, whatever they thought would please them – and others – and also be suitable and seemly.

  When we got married in 1960, we had only two people there, apart from us – two of our best friends, who acted as witnesses. It was a register office wedding in Oxford – can’t remember what the licence cost. There was no reception, but I did splash out and take all four of us to lunch at the Bear at Woodstock. What a spendthrift I was in those days.

  The day before the wedding I had failed my driving test. Oh the shame, especially as I had just bought my first car, a 1947 2.5 Riley, which cost £100. I had to get Mike, one of our witnesses, to come on the first stage of our honeymoon, driving me in my own car to London.

  We had managed okay with only four at our wedding, so I thought an equally humble funeral – a maximum of four people, me and my three children – would have pleased Margaret fine. So for the first few days after she died, I said to the children that we would stick to what I felt sure she would have wanted – the minimum of fuss, and definitely no wake.

  But then I thought about after the cremation: what would happen? What should we do? Perhaps we should have some sort of simple ceremony in the chapel at Golders Green, invite relations, close friends, publishing colleagues of Margaret’s who had worked with her over the years on her books.

  I decided against having any sort of cleric to lead our simple event in the chapel, a stranger who had no idea who Margaret was and had never met her. I thought, I can do it. Jake and Flora agreed to speak. Caitlin, our oldest and tallest, and with the nicest speaking voice, could not face it. But her daughter Ruby, aged sixteen at the time, gave a most touching address. All three spoke beautifully and without notes. I wished Margaret had been there. She would have been so proud of them.

  All the guests were then invited back to our house for tea and buns, and they all came, and it was very jolly and noisy and afterwards I was glad I had done it, that we had marked Margaret’s passing in some way, for our sake if not for hers.

  Afterwards, when they had all left the house, the silence was frightening. I was suddenly left all alone, wondering what to do, what I would do with myself from now on, with whatever was left of my own life.

  I knew I was lucky – with a house, income, family, friends, reasonable health – unlike so many people to whom this happens. But losing a lifelong partner is a shattering blow for anyone, at any stage.

  Over the next few weeks, various friends and relations, in London and in Loweswater, asked if there would be a memorial service, some sort of non-religious public gathering where they could pay their respects and listen to friends and admirers of Margaret giving their own memories of her.

  These memorial events are very popular these days, and enjoyed by all. There is usually a reasonable gap after the person has died, so the weeping is over. It is more a celebration, an entertainment; show business rather something solemn and funereal. It is a social occasion with amusing speeches and music. People love memorials.

  I have been invited to loads, but never been to any. I hate funerals, even the fun ones, the memorial entertainments.

  Friends up in Loweswater, where we have had a house for thirty years, were most disappointed when I said there’d be no memorial. The tea and buns after Margaret’s cremation had been short and sweet, hastily arranged. Only my brother and his wife had come down from Cumbria. None of our Loweswater friends were there. Margaret was a true Cumbrian, born in Carlisle, and proud of her Cumbrian heritage. She had written so many books with a Cumbrian connection, non-fiction and fiction. Her last novel, published posthumously (How to Measure a Cow), is set mainly in West Cumbria. I think her friends and fans up there felt a bit cheated.

  Then I woke up one day and thought, really, I should do something in Cumbria to mark her passing, acknowledge her Cumbrian life and heritage, and especially her love for Loweswater.

  Neither of us was religious, despite each of us being brought up in God-fearing households and having to go to church every Sunday. But in Loweswater, the local parish church is a focal point, and the excellent parish mag, The Link, serves the whole community.

  I had gone over the years to many local weddings, christenings, funerals and countless tatie pot suppers in the village hall. I saw them as community events. As the years had gone on I’d come to know almost everyone who attended them. Rural churches these days, if they are anything, and if they are thriving, reach out to everyone, religious or not, binding everyone together. I had got to know personally all the vicars who had come and gone since 1986 when we bought the house. I don’t think we ever talked about religion. There was one vicar, the Revd Margaret Jenkinson, who was a mad-keen football fan. During World Cups and Euro Nations cups she always sported an England flag on her little car, like a football hooligan, rather to the disproval of some of the older, more conservative parishioners.

  Next door to us at Loweswater when we first arrived lived a retired vicar of Loweswater, the Revd Geoffrey White. Our house had been owned by his wife’s family. During our first summer up there I was cutting the grass when two low-flying jets suddenly shattered my ear drums, flying up the valley so low you could almost see the pilot’s eyebrows. I stood and shook my fist, effing and blinding.

  I hadn’t realised that Geoffrey was over the fence in his garden, in his baggy khaki shorts. He was standing to attention, saluting the jets as they flew over. That was when I first discovered he had been an RAF chaplain during the war and had been a prisoner of war. He explained he was saluting the jets because he said the RAF was still making our lives safe and secure.

  I would often glimpse him through his study window. At first I assumed he was working on a sermon, but then I realised he had his phone in one hand, a fag in the other, the sporting pages marked in front of him, and was putting on some bets. Geoffrey loved a drink, a smoke and the horses.

  Our connection with Loweswater church, the clerics and the churchyard had been long and enjoyable. So I thought, Why not have a gravestone to Margaret, erected in the churchyard?

  The local church in Loweswater had regularly featured in Margaret’s life. Most days on her afternoon walks she had begun or ended by sitting in the graveyard, looking out towards Crummock Water and the high fells such as Grasmoor and Melbreak. She knew all the names on the gravestones, the past and the present, people and families, farmers and friends we had known. She loved spotting all the local surnames, going back centuries. She knew the local gossip about a certain farmer whose only stipulation in his will was that his grave be as far away as possible from the grave of his wife. He had had enough of her in his lifetime.

  If, however, I had asked Margaret in her own lifetime if she would like to be buried here, she would have said certainly not. Just as she would have said certainly not to a funeral. But she had gone. Hard cheese. She had given up her right to a veto.

  These days you don’t have to be religious to be buried or have your ashes scattered in a churchyard, or be religious to get married in church, but a vicar, for various reasons, can refuse you. I didn’t know at first if I would be allowed to have a gravestone for Margaret. But it turned out she was acceptable, as a local resident for thirty years, and a Cumbrian. There would be no objections, as long as I obeyed the rules about the size and shape and contents on the gravestone.

  I soon learned that you don’t technically ‘scatter’ ashes in churchyards – you have to intern ashes in a hole, in an agreed spot, about half a spade deep. The rules about gravestones are quite complicated, running to several pages at Loweswater.

  On the gravestone, you can’t use nicknames, photographs or garish colours. In council-owned cemeteries, you can put almost anything you like on a council gravestone, but rural churches are very traditional.

  I decided to use a local firm of monumental masons, Walker Brothers, who had been going since the 1870s. I used to buy wood and materials from their yard in Cockermouth when we first moved up there. I rang them up and made an appointment. It was only later that I found to my horror that they were no longer in their old and atmospheric premises off Main Street in Cockermouth, near Wordsworth’s house. They had moved to an industrial estate near Workington. I hate industrial estates. I always get lost. I once had to go to this one a few years ago to visit the Eddie Stobart depot, when I was doing a biography of Eddie Stobart, and gave up, unable to find it.

  I got proper directions, taking them down carefully, and eventually found the new depot and showroom for Walker Brothers. I looked at all the possible gravestones lined up, waiting for deaths, like a high-class but very solemn supermarket. Should I get granite or slate? I assumed they must both be local stone, but Andrew Walker, third generation in the firm, said that these days 80 per cent of the granite in gravestones comes from either China or South Africa. You can get local slate, but that is about 50 per cent more expensive than the imported granite, despite not having come halfway round the world. Isn’t economics weird? I went for granite.

  I was then faced with a choice of about 100 different fonts and sizes and styles for the lettering. I decided to splash out on an image to go at the top of the gravestone – which of course had to be ever so tasteful and agreed upon by the church. I picked a nice old-fashioned quill pen and ink bottle.

  Margaret wrote all her books by hand, never used a typewriter or computer, so the quill pen and ink would be a private joke, which would amuse those who knew her. For the words themselves, I stuck to conventional sentiments and wording. I did think of a few smart remarks, but thought the rural dean might not be amused.

  I was rather surprised when the total price of the gravestone came to £1,546, including VAT. I had vaguely been thinking, Well, lump of old granite, can’t be expensive, can it?

  Before it was finally erected, they sent me a scan of the finished gravestone. It looked lovely, till I noticed a misspelling. The name of our daughter Caitlin had come out as ‘Caitline’. Oh lord, how could that have happened? I went through my old emails and proofs and it was not my mistake. It was their fault.

  Spelling mistakes on gravestones do occur, if rarely, but how ironic that it should happen to a writer who was a brilliant speller. Unlike me. I can’t spell for toffeee. Fortunately, I have people on my staff who can spell.

  When I told Caitlin that her name had been misspelled, she just laughed and said leave it, it’s funny. I said don’t be daft, we can’t have a spelling mistake on a gravestone. I do have standards.

  Walker Brothers apologised, and agreed to have it redone. The stone had to be refaced, a few millimetres shaved off the whole front of the gravestone, and all the words redone. Chipping the ‘e’ off Caitline could not be done without being obvious and ruining the look of it.

  When I was a boy journalist, many decades ago, and we worked with metal type, you could chop out an offending word, or a comma, quite easily. Not that journalists dared do it. The compositor did that. Touch the metal or the stone and it was All Out.

  I had been dealing with our rural dean, Revd Canon Wendy Sanders, as our actual vicar was ill at the time. She had guided me through the rules and regulations and procedures for scattering ashes – sorry, interring them.

  On the day it finally happened, I rather stampeded her into doing it there and then. I think she had just come to the house to have a general chat, not do the actual deed. But I persuaded her, explained I had the spade ready and Margaret’s ashes in a discreet little green box supplied by Leverton, the Kentish Town undertakers.

  So off we went to the church, just a few minutes’ drive away. We stood alone in an empty churchyard, me and Wendy. I dug the little hole, put half of Margaret’s ashes inside, then carefully placed the divot back over the hole. Wendy spoke rather movingly about Margaret – whom she had never met – about her life as a mother and a writer, then she gave a short prayer and a blessing. Meanwhile, I closed my eyes and looked suitably solemn. I was in fact quite moved by the simpleness and speed of it all.

  Then we left the churchyard and went next door to the Kirkstile Inn, my favourite inn in the whole of Lakeland, and had lunch. I had tatie pot, as I always do. Wendy had some stuffed mushrooms.

  Over lunch, I asked her about her life as a vicar. Like so many clerics these days, especially women, she had come to it late, having worked as a secretary for a local joiner and undertaker in Halifax. She moved up to Cumbria about thirty years ago and had been a curate and then a vicar in several Cumbrian parishes. As rural dean, she was looking after eight benefices containing thirty-two churches.

  Most rural parishes these days are in little clusters, coming together for economic reasons, with one vicar looking after several churches and parishes. The vicar of Loweswater these days looks after three churches – in Buttermere and Lorton, as well as Loweswater. In the old days, not so long ago, they each had their own vicar and vicarage.

  In all, Dean Wendy was looking after thirteen full-time clerics. I asked how many were women, expecting her to say the majority. The answer was nine male priests and four women. I was rather surprised, having made a general assumption, based on recent years at Loweswater, that women must now be taking over the Church of England.

  In Loweswater, our last two vicars had been female. I have this fantasy that the daughter of my dear old Cumbrian friend Melvyn Bragg, the Revd Marie Elsa Bragg, will one day become the Loweswater vicar. I recently asked her to apply next time there’s a vacancy. Her eyes lit up and she said yes, she fancied it – but one day, not now.

  After lunch, Wendy jumped into her car to drive back home to Cockermouth. I noticed she had a personalised number plate – as I have, despite being teased about it by my friends.

  Wendy’s began with ‘RV’, which you could mistake for ‘REV’, ending with ‘WES’, her initials. A bit flash for a rural dean? Wendy said it was handy when tootling round the country lanes in rural Cumbria, as everyone now recognised it. It was a surprise present from her daughters four years ago for her sixtieth birthday. She was now officially retired as a priest, just helping out for the moment as rural dean. Retired at sixty-four? A mere child.

  It always astounds me when I discover that people of that age, and younger, have retired. Several of my contemporaries who were at Durham with me back in the 1950s retired as young as fifty-five. They were teaching in schools or colleges which were amalgamating or closing and were offered generous redundancy payments and pensions to pack it in, so had jumped at it.

  How could they? I think I would die if I ever had to retire. When I have met them since they go on about being ever so busy, never a spare moment, travelling the world, or on the internet booking off-peak, cheap flights and special deals.

  My main ambition in life now is never to retire. I can’t imagine life without work of some sort. I count my blessings that I fell into the career I did. Until the age of twenty I assumed I would end up as a teacher, to please my mother, and because I could not think of what else I might do. Then by chance I wrote a so-called funny column for my student newspaper, when they happened to have a hole in the page one day. And that was it. I had stumbled on something I could do. Still at it, after sixty-two years.

  * * *

  Only half of Margaret’s ashes ended up in Loweswater churchyard. I like to think it might become a little pilgrimage place, where I and my children and their children might visit, and also our Cumbrian friends and relations, perhaps even some of her loyal readers. I have been up there several times in the past year and have been delighted to find that local friends have added flowers, heather or wild plants at the foot of her gravestone.

  You can’t miss it. On the right as you go into the churchyard through the little iron gate from the Kirskstile. Look out for the quill pen and ink bottle. The shading and line work, all done by hand, is awfully artistic. Overall it is discreet and modest. Just like my dear wife.

  The other half of Margaret’s ashes are here, in London.

  During Margaret’s last few months at home, when she was on heavy-duty drugs and then morphine, she spent most of her days resting on the day bed downstairs, when she was not violently vomiting. The thing about modern cancer drugs is that the worse you get, the worse the drugs they make you take, which mainly make you feel worse. The side effects are appalling – not just hair loss, but weight loss, loss of pleasure, loss of any energy, loss of interest, loss of will to live, loss of anything, except pain.

  She had long given up her daily two-hour walks round Hampstead Heath, and for the previous three months had had to be content with hobbling round our back garden, taking ages, resting against the wall every few yards.

  One day I had a brilliant idea – a summer house. Let’s put one at the bottom of the garden where nothing ever seemed to grow. The whole bottom of the garden had been a dead area when we had first seen it in the snow and ice of the winter of 1962. I didn’t know what was there. It was not till the spring that we realised the funny-looking mound covered with weeds was an old Anderson air raid shelter, left over from the war.

  I eventually replaced it with a shed, then a proper garage, when parking became hellish in our street. I always wished I had kept the air raid shelter. It would have been Exhibit A when my children and then grandchildren were studying the Second World War at school. I could have organised guided tours.

  But the area to the right of the garage had remained empty, overgrown with weeds. I suggested to Margaret that it would be a perfect place to erect a summer house. It would use the wasted space and make a focal point for her walks, or at least her staggerings, round the garden. It would be something to aim for, where she could sit down and rest, look back at the garden and the house, and contemplate the long and happy life we had lived there. One of her most successful books had after all been called My Life In Houses.

  ‘Over my dead body,’ she said. ‘I don’t want any more work done in this house, ever.’

  The previous year I had talked her into having the wooden decking torn up outside our back door. It had been all the rage when we had had it installed ten years earlier, as seen on TV, as described in all the gardening mags, as raved about by the gardening experts. What a mistake.

  It had looked good at first, then it went brown and mossy, became slippery, a death trap in wet weather, especially when Margaret got ill and could only stagger, scared all the time she would fall. Even worse, it became an adventure playground for rats. They bred like . . . well, rats, underneath the decking. I got the council in twice but all they did was put poison down, which killed them off for a while and created the most appalling stink. The next year they came back. In the end we gave up, ripped it all up and put down York stone. It was one of the best things I have ever done at the house. Even Margaret agreed. It gave her such pleasure in her last few months at home, just looking at the York stone paving from her day bed. In different weathers, in sun or rain or wind, the colours and the textures of the stone changed all the time. It felt like getting back to nature, as if we were part of a Lakeland landscape. Decking always looks man-made and artificial, which of course it is. Decking is cheating. York stone is real.

  But a summer house would have been a step too far. While she was alive, I knew she could never have stood the noise and the mess and the work. When she was informed she only had three months to live, she wanted her last days to be totally quiet and peaceful.

  She died in the February and when spring started springing that year I remembered my suggestion, thinking it a really good idea. It would brighten the bottom of the garden, be a focal point, a place where the grandchildren can play, where adults can have drinks. It would also come in handy for me in the future – when I am old and staggering round the garden.

  You do see some amazing summer houses for sale these days – architect-designed, little palaces, twee country cottages. And at amazing prices. I went online and ordered a cheapo, off-the-peg summer house from Wickes at £479. What a bargain. It came in two enormous flat packs, which were dumped on our front pavement. I could not open, far less carry, them. I asked the delivery man, a bright young Lithuanian man called Sven, if he knew anybody who might erect it. He offered himself. He would come down from the Midlands on his day off and do it for £200. He spent a day putting it all together, and painting it.

  I was so pleased and proud when it was finished that I decided to throw a garden party, an opening of the summer house party, for the neighbours and children. Flora, my younger daughter, made curtains for it and her husband installed electricity. I put in some furniture and books and wall hangings.

  On the official day, the neighbours all sat in rows in front of the summer house, its doors closed and curtains drawn, having drinks and little snacks. Then, suddenly, when I gave the sign, some awful pop music blared out, the doors of the summer house burst open, and my two youngest grandchildren, Amarisse and Sienna, then aged nine and eight, along with two little friends, all in strange costumes, emerged and did a show. They danced and did handstands in front of the summer house, then chased each other round the garden, shouting and roaring, pretending they were running after some jewellery robbers, some complicated plot they had made up that no one could follow. I laughed so much at their antics I almost choked. The audience clapped and cheered when finally they had finished, lying exhausted on the lawn.

  I then made a little speech, telling the story of how Margaret had said over her dead body had she wanted a summer house. I then officially opened it – and revealed that half her ashes had been scattered underneath.

  So it all came true. Over her dead body, she did end up with a summer house.




  
    WISDOMS

    •  You cannot love someone who is dead as you did when they were alive.

    •  Your love kept evolving when they were alive – death is just one more change, which does not ruin the true love you had.

    •  The best we can all hope for is that we will be remembered by our children – and possibly by their children, if they were old enough to remember us. After that almost all of us will have gone from sight, and gone from living memory.

    •  But a physical memorial is nice, such as a gravestone, a bench or seat, something modest, erected in honour of the dearly departed.

    •  Fortunate are those who have created something in their lifetime – a song, a painting, a play, a book, an invention, an idea – which might live on through the generations.

    •  But we can all leave our own scribbles, letters or diaries, proof that we were here. So get writing now, or talk into a tape recorder. You are only here once.

    ANECDOTES

    •  Samuel Johnson was reading the glowing epitaph on a gravestone of a man who had not conducted his life in exactly the right and proper manner. ‘In inscriptions, a man is not upon his oath.’

    •  Charles Lamb, when a little boy, was being taken round a graveyard by his older sister, Mary. He noticed how all the tombstones commemorated people who had been virtuous, pious, charitable, beloved. ‘Mary, where are all the naughty people buried?’

    MOST POPULAR FUNERAL SONGS

    1. Monty Python’s ‘Always Look on the Bright Side of Life’

    2. ‘The Lord is My Shepherd’

    3. ‘Abide with Me’

    4. Match of the Day theme

    5. ‘My Way’

    6. ‘All Things Bright and Beautiful’

    7. Elgar’s ‘Enigma Variations’

    8. ‘You’ll Never Walk Alone’

  




  2

  LEGAL POSITIONS

  Thank goodness my wife died before me. I don’t mean that selfishly – that I stayed alive and she did not, that she went through awful pain and I have not (so far). What I mean is I wouldn’t have wished upon her all the financial and legal faffing and flaying and fiddling around that happens when anyone dies, anywhere, at any time. That was supposed to be my field, money matters. After all, she did practically everything else.

  But we can’t choose when we will die or, for that matter, how or where we are going to die. In the end, Margaret knew she had only three months left to live, but until then, we lived in hope and expectation that we would both live to a grand old age, have grey hair and rosy cheeks, though not much chance in my case. I have always had a wrinkled phizog, just like my mother.

  It would save so much time and money if we all knew well ahead when our time was due to be up. I will be really, really furious if I pop it just after having had the windows cleaned, or buying twenty-four bottles of Beaujolais, or renewing my BT broadband contract or my subscription to the Oldie mag. All that money, wasted.

  I also don’t want to die before getting round to cashing in my National Savings Certs. I have saved them over a lifetime, my plot being to live on them when I was old, cash them in, bit by bit. And as they are all tax-free and need not be declared, I would never need to have an accountant, ever again. If I go without cashing them in and without spending all the money on my own selfish pleasures, tax will have to be paid on them as they will go into my estate. Oh help.

  As for all my collections, my endless shelves and drawers and files full of rubbish (I mean treasures), I would like to give away certain choice items before I go and then sell the rest, if just to see how stupid I had been, buying a load of rubbish, now worthless. My wife had no interest in any of my treasures – did not know what they were or what they were worth, and considered them all just dust-gatherers. Margaret always said that if I went first, then it would be straight to the skip. She didn’t mean giving my body to the bin men – at least I hope she didn’t – but that the first thing she would do would be to clear all my junk out of my room, the best room in the house, so it happens, which she always wanted to recapture. She would hire a skip or make the kids take all my stuff, at once, now, to the council dump. That did used to scare me, making me determined to hang on as long as possible and not be the first to go.

  Once left alone, with no one else here to moan about the dust, I realised I could take over the whole house with my treasures, should I want to. But I discovered I had so much other stuff to do.

  What I had not bargained for was the massive amount of paperwork and decisions, meetings and arrangements, digging and searching that death throws up, trying to think and remember back, trying to find stuff about the life we had led.

  In theory, and in practice, all financial and legal matters had been totally my domain. I just used to tell Margaret to sign here, and she did, with no idea what she was signing. I could well have been off to South America in the morning with all her money.

  There was a period, in the 1990s, when for a few years she earned more than me, having a string of non-fiction books (Hidden Lives, Precious Lives, Good Wives) for which she got large advances. I was very proud, thrilled she had done so well. One of the things about having a wife/husband/partner in the same field, in our case writing, is that people think you must be jealous of each other. In fact it doubles the pleasures, doubles the interest. There are twice as many possibilities of good or half-decent news and excitements when there are two of you working down the same mine. We each got just as much pleasure, often more, out of each other’s triumphs, however piddling.

  The first thing everyone has to face after a death is the death certificate, proof of death. In the UK, you have to have a doctor sign the death form before an undertaker can do anything. It took for ever when Margaret died as the doctor on duty at the hospice that morning had not personally seen her in the last week. We had to wait till a doctor who knew her came on duty.

  The undertaker needs the death form, otherwise the body can’t be taken away. You need proof that someone has medically died.

  Then you need a death certificate, an official government form, for which you have to pay. Best to pay for lots of extra copies, as you will need them. I sent one of my children to fill in the details and get lots of certificates, but we missed one vital element – the bit that you tick so that they pass on notification of the death to all the other various government departments, such as pensions, tax and so on. That saves such a lot of time. Most bereaved people are new to death, unaware of what needs to be done, of all the officials who will have to be informed. The sooner you do it the better, before the paperwork and problems mount up.

  A few weeks later, I received something called a Bereavement Payment of £2,000 from some government department I had never heard of. I did not know such payments existed and had not applied. So that was a good example of bureaucracy at work.

  Then came the biggest, most bureaucratic jungle and official madness and nightmare problem of all – probate. I used to think the most annoying, irritating, scary, awful, nasty word in the English language was vat. Or should it be VAT, as it is an acronym for Value Added Tax? Either road up, VAT has hung over me since it all began in 1973, when it was 10 per cent. Every year I get in a lather trying to find all the bits and pieces of paper.

  I have to charge people when I provide a service, then hand it over to the government. Why don’t they do it themselves? What a nonsense. I suppose it does keep tens of thousands of accountants, bookkeepers and VAT inspectors off the streets.

  For four months, I struggled to answer all the probate questions Fig was throwing at me. No, Fig is not another acronym, just a nickname for my solicitor who was handling it all. I have known Fig since she was a little girl, as she went to primary and secondary school with my eldest daughter. She lived in the street opposite and at the time was known as Fiona Legg, which I suppose is where her pet name came from.

  She went to Edinburgh, got a first and became a solicitor twenty years ago, got married, becoming Fiona Mullane, and settled in Scarborough. I did have a West End firm of solicitors when we bought this house in 1963, just because one of the partners lived in our street. I stayed with them till a couple of years ago, though not giving them much work.

  When I realised that Fig, in the practice where she works in Scarborough, specialised in probate, I thought I would give her the job. I do like to help northerners. It must be so awful for them. (Very old Victoria Wood joke.)

  I asked how she came to specialise in probate. Was it because no one else in the practice wanted to do it? She said it was because she had always enjoyed filling in forms. The world is full of strange people. Also she likes the one-to-one relationship with clients.

  Apart from her fees being cheaper than London solicitors, so I hoped, I thought I would be able to boss her around, having known her since she was eight, at children’s parties in our house. She came down for my wife’s funeral, as a family friend. I still call her Fig, which I am sure none of her clients in Scarborough do. But for four months she was bossing me around. I simply did not know how much I didn’t know.

  The point of probate – from the Latin probare, to test or prove – is to give proof of all the assets and liabilities of a person who has just died, the main and ultimate object being to charge inheritance tax of 40 per cent, if and when the total value comes to more than £325,000. I think that’s right. At least it was in 2016, when we were in the midst of this probate nightmare.

  My wife had no idea how much money she had, or what we had, as we only ever had a joint account. My mother, who had no money, and never had a bank account, was appalled when we were first married to discover that Margaret did not have her own bank account: ‘Oh, Margaret, have ye nae got your ayne money, pet? Oh you should have your ayne money, pair wee thing, so you are. What will happen if you want to run away?’

  Throughout our married life, as soon as we started making any money from books and films, I put the money into National Savings or building societies, the same amount for each of us.

  The teenage scribblers on the Money sections of the newspapers always say this is daft – you should put it in stocks and shares, investments funds, and of course always use a financial advisor. They pointed out that interest rates in National Savings, as with Premium Bonds, were rubbish, always have been. Shares were the thing to have. My thinking was that National Savings returns might be modest, but they were tax-free. Also I hate all financial advisors – or advisors of any sort, really. If they are so clever, why are they not living in Barbados? I like to control my own money, know where it is, know no one is creaming stuff of the top, just for giving so-called advice. So over the decades I always went for every new National Savings issue, either fixed or index-linked – Peps, Tessas, ISAs and all the other girls’ names I have now forgotten.

  When Fig asked me how many certs my wife had, in order to fill in her probate forms, and also their current value, I simply had no idea. Over the decades, when they matured, I just put them back into the next issue. Their numbers and names changed, which makes it hellish to work out when exactly they were first bought.

  I also had quite a lot of building society bonds, mainly five years, fixed-rate, going back decades, in things like Northern Rock. Yes, I know they don’t exist, having become Virgin, but I exist, with my same name, and intend to call them Northern Rock for ever.

  Fig told me that not only had I got to find all these certificates, names and details, but that I had to work out what they were worth on the particular day that Margaret died, 8 February 2016. Dear God, how could I possibly do that with joint investments, in our joint names? I also had to state how much interest she had earned and the tax paid during that tax year, up to when she died. As if I knew. Even more complicated, I had to declare, also for tax purposes, what she had earned after she had died, during the rest of that current tax year. If only she had died on 6 April, it would have been so much easier. So thoughtless of her.

  I went to bed each night with my head throbbing. All my own fault of course. I really should have kept neater records. I do have them all, somewhere. The problem was finding them, then understanding them, then bringing them up to date to the day she died.

  You have to do all this, have probate completed, with all the various stuff owned by the deceased or due to the deceased neatly tabulated and listed and submitted to the government for them to check and approve. That is the law. Until probate is proved, you can’t transfer National Savings from your spouse’s name to your name, even though she has left everything to you in her will. Premium Bonds are different. Ownership cannot be transferred. They have to be cashed in. Don’t ask me why. One of their many mad rules.

  All her pension annuities, which she had been receiving in recent years, came to an end the moment she died. The insurance companies then kept the lot, whatever was left of the monies in her pension pots built up over the decades. Well done, Equitable Life, you were on a winner. Or at least the Pru, who took over the pension funds we had with the Equitable.

  At long last, I managed to gather all the relevant figures together. Fig was able to fill in the dreaded IHT400 form – for the inheritance tax accounts. It came to about fifty pages, including all schedules. Fig’s fee for all this stout work came eventually to around £2,500 – worth it for the aggravation she took off my shoulders.

  Perhaps the worst and most depressing element about the whole probate exercise, which drove me mad for so long, was that it was totally pointless.

  Pointless in the sense that, having painfully worked out what Margaret was worth on her death, no inheritance tax was taken anyway. It did not matter either way, if she had left little or a lot. She had died before me.

  The rules are that there is no inheritance tax to pay when the first of a married couple dies. I assume the very sensible reason for this is that millions of widows or widowers would be homeless, out on the streets, if 40 per cent had to be suddenly found when the first spouse died.

  But, ah-ha, the government of course gets all the due tax in the end. When the second one dies, then your estate has to pay up all of it. Not stupid.

  It’s my children I now feel sorry for. How on earth will they cope when I pop it? Like my wife, they have no idea of my investments, and no real interest. The only solution I can think of is not to die. So that’s my plan, from now on.

  There were two other legal situations I had to face that first year after Margaret died, one slightly aggravating and one that amused me greatly.

  Margaret and I had made wills several years ago, identical wills leaving everything to each other and appointing our children as executors.

  Once I got probate sorted out, and managed to transfer whatever I could that she had owned into my name, I then carried on as I had always done, the income going into our joint account, which was now just in my name.

OEBPS/html/docimages/frontend.jpg
WY 3o !oﬁ melt g "'W;]
M‘:":?hw o m’«ﬂ = “P q

uy "ok dmhq S0 '.G:g:(ju,{ :A'mm::‘ 1[:4,"“
pws o ‘m wioag Hlo

e |- ou'l k]
iy J






OEBPS/html/docimages/tp.jpg
HAPPY
OLD ME

How to Live a Long Life and Rea”y Enjoy It

HUNTER DAVIES

SIMON &
SCHUSTER

London - New York - Sydney - Toronto - New Delhi

A CBS COMPANY





OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg
HUNTER

DAVIES
Happy Old Me

How to Live Long and Really,
Really Enjoy It

‘If anyone knows how to be happy and old, it’s Hunter.

MICHAEL PALIN





