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I dedicate this book
with gratitude and
love to my friend
Elisabeth von Borries,
who, as I write, is in
her 106th year,
and who, when I was
an unhappy teenager,
gave me love, warmth,
a nest.









 

 

“Indeed, composing this book was such a pleasing thing for me to do that not only has it wiped away all the troubles of old age, it will even make old age gentle and pleasing”

Marcus Tullius Cicero, “De senectute”










I messed up my life.

I was born during the war; my parents were not nice people and I was not a nice child. When the arguments became unbearable, I went to live with foster parents in a Protestant parsonage that was as emotionally cold as it was intellectual: discussions around the dinner table about Heidegger and Habermas. Piano lessons, maths coaching, school graduation. Dropped out of university after twelve terms; long stay in hospital, lung operation. Doctors gave me five years. Hardly surprising: I’d been a chain-smoker for ages. After that: first marriage, too young; divorce a few years later. Second marriage; separation after twenty-five years, second divorce after forty-two. Hospital: cancer. Hardly surprising: wrong sort of life. Worked in T.V. and messed up the best programme I ever made – the book programme “Lesen!” (Read!) – by accusing the public broadcaster Z.D.F. of being a bunch of philistines; that was me out. Move to Cologne, which in those days was exciting and now has dwindled into a provincial town. And so here I sit, eighty years old, can’t sleep at night, thinking: how much longer will this go on?






I’ve had an incredible, wonderful life.

I was barely affected by the two war years at the beginning of my life, and my parents loved me, though what with the reconstruction of Germany and their broken marriage it was all a bit much for them. I was mostly left to my own devices, and was heading down a bit of a bad road when my confirmation pastor intervened and took me with him to Bonn. Big parsonage, education, books, piano lessons, 1a in my school graduation exam, university. Serious illness overcome; married a nice, clever man, but we were too young; still friends to this day. My second marriage lasted a long time; after separating, lived with a highly talented, albeit very complicated musician, much younger than me. Good work in television, earned a lot of money, made the successful programme “Lesen! ” but eventually stopped on account of total exhaustion. Lovely house, good friends, nice dog, no worries; eighty’s not a problem, and if I lie awake at night, I’m grateful for it all, for such a long life in a democratic country without war.






There.
Two versions of my life – you choose.

I should add, to complete the picture, that all my life I’ve smoked too much and drunk too much and driven recklessly fast, first motorbikes, then cars; I’ve never really played sport, have no talent for sexual fidelity and so was never particularly suited to marriage. I’ve written umpteen bestsellers, so I have no financial worries, which is wonderful, and now here I sit in a house full of books, thinking: what a great life this is.

And then there’s old age. What’s all that about? Since when? Where did that come from all of a sudden? Why?

Let’s make one thing very clear: a woman who, like me, never became a mother (I didn’t want to – when I was very young I had an abortion), and so also doesn’t have to be, or get to be, a grandmother; who is and always was able just to live her own life – a woman like this naturally ages differently from someone with a family. It’s a very different design for living. And old age is very different in different sorts of lives. Mothers have children who may, in certain circumstances, take care of things in their parents’ old age, help out practically and financially. I don’t. My childhood was bleak, my parents were unhappy and made me a troublesome, unhappy child. And so it was clear to me very early on that I didn’t want to be like that – a mother who couldn’t cope. I didn’t want to have a child; I would doubtless be constantly slapping it, just as I had been constantly slapped. Something in me ruled out, very early on and with great firmness, the possibility of a family of my own. The word that has always frightened me more than sickness, misfortune, separation is dependence. I was never dependent on any partner. I’ve always looked after myself and will do so to the end, with paid carers if necessary, in my own home if possible. So: no family safety net, I have no family and my partner is twenty-eight years younger than me, an unworldly artist; he isn’t suited to being a carer. This is the situation.

So how is old age affecting me?

I have no idea. I only know that I’m facing up to it, I’m not denying it, I don’t try to come across as younger than I am. And I certainly don’t think life has less value in old age.

Maybe I’m kidding myself, but I think I still look pretty good, in that I’m not wizened. I was never a beauty, but I can rely on my skin (never wash your face in warm water!). Like all the women in our family, I have hardly any wrinkles. Good connective tissue. Sometimes, though, I catch sight of my face in a mirror, on the escalator in a department store, for example, and find myself thinking: who’s that grumpy old woman with the tousled hair? And it’s me. You can tell from my hands and neck, of course, that I am old.

(Ha! This is how the Italian author Natalia Ginzburg begins her 1971 essay “Women”: “In women, the first thing that ages is the neck. One day they look in the mirror and see a neck full of wrinkles. They say: ‘But how did this happen?’ What they mean is: ‘But how did this happen to me? I, who was by nature and forever young?’”)

I scarcely have wrinkles on my face, and no, I haven’t had any work done. I would never have work done; I’m not going to make my body undergo anaesthesia for something that isn’t necessary. It’s quite enough that I have injections in my eyes every few weeks for my bad eyesight; this is so gruesome that I do permit myself a brief anaesthesia from time to time.

There’s a poem by Christine Lavant, the Austrian poet I love so much, that begins:


My eyesight is no good any more

my hearing, too, is starting to go

soon I will be as useless

as a worn-out pit-pony

but never as submissive.

My will makes me shiver […]



My will makes me shiver – and live! It’s a good attitude.

Sure, I do have a few wrinkles. I acquired them in long nights with friends, in that whole unhealthy, wonderful life with all its laughing and loving. And there are wrinkles from tears, too, but I don’t regret having cried – out of sorrow, out of love, out of happiness. I would never have any of them removed; and let’s not even start on pornographically plumped-up lips. What do these plumped-up women look like at eighty? They’re certainly not all like Jane Fonda or Cher – and even there something is off, if you examine the fake glamour more closely. I don’t want to be an artificial product, I want to be ME, with my hair that has always been mousy and now, miraculously, is scarcely greying. With my glasses. With all the scars from all my accidents and illnesses.

Marguerite Duras begins her novel The Lover like this:

“One day, I was already old, in the entrance of a public building, a man came up to me. He introduced himself and said: ‘I’ve always known you. Everyone says you were beautiful when you were young; I’ve come to tell you that, to me, you’re more beautiful now than when you were young. I liked your face less as a young woman than as it is now, ravaged.’”

I find the old faces – ravaged, yes, by life – of Jeanne Moreau or Louise Bourgeois very beautiful: they say far more about lives packed full of experience than the faces of women with cheeks packed full of Botox.

We are ageing differently from our parents. It used to be that you were worn out and old at fifty. Today, many eighty-year-olds are still mentally and physically fit, still in the game. The world is changing and we are changing with it; we remain mentally agile longer than our parents. We also have much better medical care.

More than a decade ago, I wrote in a column for a women’s magazine:

“Some days I feel a hundred and eight, and look it, too. Some days I feel forty, and look it, too; those are the days when I shine. Today I feel sixty-nine, and look it, too. I am sixty-nine. Today my bones ache; I really didn’t want to get out of bed, but I force myself: up at half past eight, always, at my desk at half past nine, always. The aching bones are because I’ve got sore muscles, and that’s because I slipped a disc recently and have to go to a fitness centre. Full of contempt, I put on sportswear (but not that neon-coloured stuff, no, nice and elegant in funereal black!) and let the lovely Janine torture me. I have to lie on a ball with a two-kilo weight in each hand and raise my upper body. This is supposed to be good for my stomach muscles. I have to stand on a wobble board and bend my knees; this is supposed to be good for my balance and my thighs. When I can’t do any more, Janine always says, ‘Another eight!’, and I say, ‘Another four!’, and she says, ‘O.K., another six.’ Without her, I wouldn’t do this at all; I’m even paying her to torment me. This is what it’s like when you get older and want to stay healthy. I’ll admit that it works, and it’s to this, and the fact that fortunately it’s never too late for love at any age, that I owe the days when I look forty and shine. These still happen, albeit less often than before.”

Yes: sometimes you’re as old as you feel. Usually, though, you’re older. One of the gorgeous models in Vogue once said in an interview something like: “I know, of course, that I won’t be young for ever, and that someday I too will be thirty.” Superb.

I don’t exercise any more, but I make sure there’s always a dog around and take it for a two-hour walk every day. So all in all I don’t really mind this confounded ageing, because it also means that I’m still alive, and for someone who had to write her will as a precautionary measure at the age of twenty-three, before a major lung operation (“my collection of children’s books is to go to a library, Albrecht inherits the classics and the accordion, please take what’s in my bank account to cover the funeral and put Teddy Fritz in my grave!”), this is quite something.

What has my life been like?

Childhood – that wasn’t easy in the 1950s, with parents who struggled to cope after Germany’s defeat, and teachers from the Nazi generation who used to hit us. What a lonely, bookish child I was, with doggedly hardworking parents! I would sit on my mother’s sewing machine, which had a mirror hanging above it, and talk to myself in the mirror in various made-up languages; I recited poems, I read my books out loud, just to hear a voice on those long, silent afternoons. Then: how awful it was to be sixteen, seventeen, with a heart that kept being broken! My maudlin diaries from 1958 onwards contain nothing but misery and lamentation – he doesn’t love me, he’s not coming, I can’t do this, I don’t want to live any more, all that stuff. So much time wasted, sobbing in bed and scribbling in the diary all night! Books helped me even then. I read The Grass Harp by Truman Capote, where I came across the sentence: “I was eleven, then I was sixteen. Though no honours came my way, those were the lovely years.” This got me thinking. Was there something good about being young after all?

“If only we could be twenty again and as much in love as we were back then,” goes a schmaltzy popular song. Please, no! What did we know of love when we were twenty? We plunged in head first as if into an
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