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            Beauty and Maintenance

            
                Or navigating the passage from nymph to nana
            

            It used to be so simple, and also so
                awful. If you were fifty in 1955, you were a fifty-year-old matron, and there was
                very little deviating from this. You might, perhaps, have lived an eccentric or
                unorthodox existence, but you were still broadly a matron. You knew what to wear.
                You knew how to behave, how to speak, how to occupy yourself. The option in all of
                those instances was ‘like a fifty-year-old matron’. They had a role,
                those women: matriarch or spinster. And they got it, and got on with it. They knew
                what they were, and how to play their part perfectly. And then feminism came along –
                thank God – and changed attitudes – thank God – but along with those changes came
                great confusion.

            Take Madonna at fifty-five, five years
                older than my hypothetical 1950s matron above. I’m of the generation that
                nearly died of joy when Madonna first emerged in the early eighties, looking like a
                proper badass, and it follows that I have loved Madonna ever since. But, what now?
                Am I supposed to want to look like her? Act like her? Be like her? Well, no, because
                I’m not a teenager looking for pop stars to be role models (in as much as I
                look to anyone, I look to Baroness Trumpington, personally). But where does Madonna
                fit into all of this, with her palpable and demonstrable desire for ongoing hotness
                and relevance? And, you know, good for her –
                I bet she doesn’t dream about recliner chairs or sack-like clothing while
                she’s doing her three hours in the gym, and she looks (mostly) great, and only
                weird sometimes, which could be true, in a different sense, of any of us.
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            On the other hand, I am quite annoyed
                with the way in which Madonna has decided to age. I feel let down by it. I wish
                she’d come with me and have the occasional dirty little recliner fantasy, too.
                She could do a book, like SEX except clothed, maybe called NAN.
                I’m not being facetious – I really wish she would. I wish just one woman in
                the public eye would relax about middle age, and I wish it were her.

            CHARTING A COURSE

            Now, let’s take a little trip. On
                this island over here, you have a lovely, lush, verdant land, all fecund vegetation
                and swoony, head-turning blooms. And on this island over here you have a
                wintry wood. The trees are black and bare. The desiccated leaves are lying on dry
                ground. Nothing is green. If you look up, you can still see the sky. Unfortunately,
                it’s raining.

            Between the two islands is a narrow
                strait with a gentle current pulling towards the wood, and a little boat is bobbing
                about in the water. You’re in the little boat, rowing. The question is, how
                hard do you row? Do you grit your teeth and head straight for the wood on the basis
                that, since it’s going to be where the boat ends up, you may as well not waste
                any time? Or do you take a more leisurely approach? Do you drift and dawdle? Do you jump out and
                float about on your back for a bit, thinking the wintry wood can wait? Or do you
                straightforwardly refuse to row forward, towards the wood? Do you grab both oars and
                furiously row back, against the current?

            Those are your choices, when it comes to
                ageing and looks, and we’re going to take them one at a time. Before you get
                into the boat, though, you have to ask yourself one fundamental question. Imagine
                for a moment that you are not the passenger but some sort of boat-keeper. It’s
                your boat. What you look like, or how old you are, doesn’t matter – in fact,
                you’re a man. You’re a boat-man. And you have just the one boat, and
                this boat, this only boat of yours, is crucially important to you. It’s not a
                new boat, by any means. Do you patch it up? Do you give it the odd coat of varnish?
                Do you spend days, weeks, months, fixing the boat, lovingly scraping off the
                barnacles, so it’s kept as good as new? What’s important to you – that
                the boat works, that it functions as a boat, that it’s serviceable? Or do you
                really cherish that boat, and hate the idea of it looking tatty, and spend a
                sizeable part of your time ensuring that it stays spick and span? Or maybe you
                think, ‘It’s a knackered old boat. Not much point doing anything to it,
                because the boat and I both know that sooner or later the boat will be buggered. As
                long as it stays afloat until then, I’m happy.’

            Complicated business, vanity. The reason
                for that is the thin and under-reported line – and it’s one that gets thinner
                with every passing year – between vanity and self-esteem. We’re not talking
                here about a gorgeous 23-year-old who spends every spare second staring into a
                mirror and posting selfies to Instagram. We’re talking about you and me.
                Forget for a moment the notion of having some sort of ‘duty’ to society
                or to your partner or to whoever to keep looking as presentable as possible for as long as possible
                (I’m not saying that duty – or that sense of duty – isn’t real, or is
                insignificant, and I’ll get to it in a second). What about you, though? Do you
                have a duty to yourself? Does how you look affect how you feel, what you
                feel capable of, how strong you feel you are?

            To me, the answer to that one is an
                unavoidable yes. If I look like crap, I feel mildly incapacitated – like myself, but
                functioning at 80 per cent. Some days 80 per cent is enough, and some days it
                isn’t. You know how, if you wander into an incredibly posh shop out of
                curiosity but are for some reason wearing a onesie and Uggs, the shop assistants
                follow you around as though you were about to nick something? It’s that
                feeling. I spend a vast proportion of my time in onesies and Uggs, because I work
                from home, and I am devoted to both items. But I wouldn’t go out to dinner in
                them. I mean, I have gone out to dinner in them (once) and – well, I
                didn’t feel at the absolute top of my game, let’s say.

            Comfort is not always all that matters,
                either. I recently discovered the most comfortable range of clothes.
                They’re by a Swedish woman called Gudrun Sjödén.1 Ms Sjödén
                is larger, of a certain age, and likes print and colour – one of those older women
                who’s all layers and scarves and very short hair. I was walking past her
                London shop and went inside because I had ten minutes to kill before meeting a
                friend. Well. I came out with three carrier bags of loose cotton dresses, loose
                cotton trousers and loose cotton tops with things like charming drawings of leaves
                on them. The next day my partner and I went to the seaside for the weekend, with the
                children. These trips are never an occasion for high glamour, but still. I came
                downstairs in my sturdy, shapeless dress (so comfy), shapeless trousers (mmm, the
                joys of breathing right out) and a
                pair of Birkenstocks which for reasons of practicality – it was freezing – I had
                decided to accessorize with jaunty blue cashmere socks.2 I had
                briefly worried, while I was getting dressed, about whether I’d gone a bit
                ‘middle-aged art teacher’3 and whether I should be
                accessorizing further with ‘fun’ chunky bangles or ‘funky’
                earrings, but – no, I thought. I can style it out.

            ‘It’s more
                haute-hippie,’ I said to myself. It’s fine.

            ‘I like your costume,
                Mummy,’ my ten-year-old daughter said approvingly.

            ‘Ah,’ said my partner in a
                stupid sing-song voice. ‘Vee haf come from Copenhagen, ya? Vhere ve make
                pottery and live alone vith our cats.’

            This made me incensed, but I also
                laughed a lot, because it was a bit true (the clothes are great, I have subsequently
                worked out, but perhaps not all at once).

            You may be reading this and thinking,
                ‘Sod it, I’ll go out to dinner in whatever I like,’ and
                that’s fine. I’m not passing judgement when I suggest you don’t –
                I’m merely showing concern for your feelings of self-worth during said dinner.
                If they’re identical to those you’d feel in a frock and heels, or
                whatever your version of dressing up consists of, then congratulations: you are a
                magnificent person, and I salute you.

            When it comes to dressing, there are
                broadly three options, and variants thereon. We’ll look at them individually
                in a minute.

            
                PUTTING AWAY
                    CHILDISH THINGS

                One of the perplexing things about
                    ageing and how you look is the idea that, at some point, the things you like and
                    love to wear are somehow no longer ‘appropriate’. For example, in
                    the summer I like to wear a shortish sundress and sandals. I have worn a
                    shortish sundress and sandals every summer of my life, since round about
                    toddlerhood. I have some nebulous notion about this not quite being the right
                    look in middle age. (Why, though? Who says?) But in the absence of an
                    alternative that ticks all the boxes – feels nice, looks nice, is cool (as in
                    airy), is easy, aids leg-tanning, is a cinch to pack – my sundress and sandals
                    are just what I wear. The question is, am I supposed to have some sort of
                    age-related personality transplant at some point, and when does it come – at
                    forty, fifty, sixty, seventy? My sandals make me happy, so how can they be sad?
                    But maybe they are sad, in that I see them being worn by women three
                    decades younger than me.

                Is there a cut-off point? And
                    how are you supposed to know what it is?

            

            WOMAN NUMBER
                1

            You’re the woman feasting in her
                onesie, not caring about stains. Let’s call you Annie. When it comes to beauty
                and ageing, you do nothing. At all. You wither cheerfully, and spend your time doing
                more interesting things with your mind than fretting about, say, hair dye. You
                don’t see it as withering, anyway. You see it as expanding – and perhaps
                you’re right. You see this falling away of earthly vanities as a kind of
                liberation: at last, you are freed, and free. I take all my hats off to you. I also
                very humbly suggest the following.

            To me, these are the absolute vanity
                basics – the bare minimum that even Don’t Care Annie must take on board, not
                for reasons of ‘duty’ or anything else contentious, but for reasons of
                keeping and staying well. I would add ‘dealing with facial hair’ to this
                category, but I don’t suppose Annie cares about a little tache – man, I am so
                not Annie – so I’ll save it for later.

            Feet

            Freedom from cosmetic tyranny does not
                make one immune to the awful things that can happen to feet. The
                problem with feet is that once they’re broken, they’re pretty much
                impossible to fix. You’re maybe not the kind of person who has regular
                pedicures, but do consider having occasional medical pedicures, which are more about
                the nitty-gritty of chiropody than about cosmetic appeal (though there’s
                overlap, obviously). For example, not caring about pedicures doesn’t mean you
                have to develop hooves due to an overabundance of hard skin – hard skin that then
                cracks, takes forever to heal and becomes agony to walk on. Who needs that? Equally,
                ‘just’ an ingrown toenail doesn’t mean you just leave it or just
                live with the discomfort it causes.

            NB: Foot pain can be a sign of gout.
                Please get it seen to, because it doesn’t end well. Feet get knackered, and as
                far as I’m concerned anyone over the
                age of forty-five who doesn’t develop almost obsessive foot vigilance is being
                short-sighted and foolish. Do you want to hobble around at some point in the future?
                Do you want to condemn yourself to twenty years of hideous, orthopaedic shoes? No.
                You do not.

            
                	In London, the queen of the
                        medical pedicure is Margaret Dabbs,4 which
                    I realize isn’t much use if you don’t live there, but I don’t
                    like recommending people I haven’t been to personally. Ask around:
                    there’ll be someone good in your area. And don’t dismiss the good
                    old-fashioned chiropodist, either. They may lack glamour but they know their
                    onions – or feet. The Society of Chiropodists and Podiatrists and the Institute
                    of Chiropodists and Podiatrists both have a facility on their websites to help
                    you find the nearest accredited person.5

                	Marks & Spencer do the best
                        foot file – it’s called Miracle Foot File and it’s
                    amazing, plus it’s under a fiver and lasts forever. If you want a gadget
                    that involves no elbow grease, you want the Micro-Pedi by Emjoi. It’s
                    battery operated and it gets every last bit of hard skin off in the most
                    disgustingly satisfying way. Whatever you use, don’t get carried away:
                    that can be agony, too.

            

            Last foot thing: never, ever
                ignore foot pain or foot weirdness. Not to freak you out or anything – swollen feet
                can just be swollen feet – but they can also, if they appear all of a sudden,
                indicate heart failure. If your feet feel numb, this can be a sign of really quite
                advanced diabetes, and that can end up with amputation. Obviously most instances of
                ‘my feet are being weird’ end
                up absolutely fine, and nobody whizzes you in to chop ’em off, but don’t
                ever just ‘leave it for a couple of days’ when it comes to feet. FOOT
                VIGILANCE, that’s what I say. At all times.
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            As well as feet, it is absolute folly to
                ignore teeth, and oral health in general. I have a fixation with
                teeth; keep reading for more later (or skip to page 141).

            Eyes

            Equally, you don’t
                ‘just’ have to live with deteriorating eyesight. My
                life changed overnight when I had my short sight and astigmatism corrected at
                Moorfields Eye Hospital in London. The procedure, which I’d ignored for years
                due to fear – terror, really – and squeamishness, took minutes. If you want a
                minutely detailed account of the procedure, you will find it at the back of this
                book, on page 241. If you are considering
                or are curious about this, or any other corrective eye surgery, please read that
                account.

            Do not, whatever you do, go and have it
                done for cheap on your local high street. Having dramatic things done for cheap on
                your local high street seldom ends well – as my friend who went and got her eyeliner
                tattooed on one day, because she was bored and it was on special offer, would
                attest. (It faded. Eventually.)

            Also, most people our age eventually
                need reading glasses. Do yourself a favour and go get your eyes tested, then buy
                proper glasses for your particular prescription. Those cheap ones in the
                chemist’s are only approximate, and their narrow frames are not universally
                flattering. You wouldn’t wear an item of clothing that only fitted a bit: get
                proper specs.

            Hair

            If you’ve chosen to go grey, or
                indeed white, then you will know that the texture of your hair has
                altered. Here are some important notes:

            
                	
                    Lots of people think
                            their grey hair is coarser. This is not true. It is finer – all
                        hair is, as we age – but it’s not as well lubricated, due to lack of
                        sebum (our oil glands produce less), so it can feel more straw-like.
                        Don’t make the common mistake of changing your shampoo to one for
                        coarser, i.e. thicker, hair: the product will be too heavy and will make
                        your fine hair seem limper and flatter. Instead, use a volumizing shampoo
                        for fine hair.

                    Also, there is no need to wash hair every day
                        (unless you work on a construction site or similar). We’re not
                            that dirty. The reason your hair often looks better, and is
                        easier to manage, a day or two after you’ve washed it is that the
                        natural oils it contains have made their way back down the shaft, adding
                        elasticity and improving texture. We all used to wash our hair once a week
                        as children, and our hair was lovely because we didn’t strip it every
                        day. Don’t overwash it: it’s especially unhelpful once you start
                        going grey.

                

                	Your grey hair is also more
                        susceptible to sun damage, because of depleted melanin. Therefore,
                    use a hair product containing SPF when you’re in the sun – I like
                    Kérastase Soleil’s brilliant CC Crème, but loads of different ones exist.
                    Philip Kingsley’s Elasticizer is an excellent treatment or mask. If you
                    swim a lot, or are planning a beach holiday, his Swimcap cream will protect your
                    hair from chlorine and salt water as well as from UV rays.

                	If you style
                        your hair heavily, using dryers, irons, curlers, and so on, then
                    you must use something to protect it first, otherwise the coarseness problem
                    will get completely out of hand (try Potion 9 by Sebastian, a brilliant
                    all-rounder).

                	There is a colour-specific line of
                        shampoos and conditioners, which you may also want to take a look
                    at. Again, I can highly recommend them, having farmed them out to several guinea
                    pigs. The range is called White Hot Hair and details are on their website.6

            

            WOMAN NUMBER 2

            Now, let’s look at the second
                option: Woman Number 2. She does a little bit. She’s not going to go nuts over
                the whole business, but she likes the idea of looking as good as she can without
                going overboard. She’s most of us, I think. Let’s call her Sophie.

            Teeth

            First, teeth. NOTHING IS AS AGEING AS
                HAVING RUBBISH TEETH. Equally, nothing has as much of a youthifying effect as a
                mouth that’s in excellent nick, or as close as. This fact is the very
                foundation of ‘older’ beauty, plus it’s one of the things you can
                do that makes everybody think you look ‘well’ and, in some cases,
                dramatically better. If your teeth weren’t great, and are suddenly much
                improved, people will scour your face in a puzzled-seeming way, trying to fathom out
                what you’ve had done. Sometimes they suspect Botox-like trickery or surgical
                intervention. But it’s not – it’s only teeth. I call this a highly
                satisfactory result.

            So let’s talk about teeth. We may
                be some time, because I’m quite evangelical on this topic. This is going to
                sound incredibly simple, but:
                    white teeth. Whiter teeth, at any rate. I’m not going to
                suggest you remortgage the house and go and get a mouthful of veneers – a very
                extreme and problematical course of action (they fall off all the time, basically,
                revealing the creepy little roughed-up stumps below) that I’d only suggest if
                your teeth are really an absolute abomination. Few people’s are, because
                we’re not medieval peasants. Of course, if we were medieval peasants,
                we’d either be dead before we reached middle age or be known throughout the
                hamlet as Old Nan or The Crone. Bleak times.

            I wouldn’t get too hung up on
                    crookedness, either, because slightly crooked teeth are
                charming and characterful. Also, you have to be very careful with sudden, dramatic
                mouth overhauls. At our age, absolutely perfect teeth – giant, square,
                fluorescent-white veneers – look startling in the extreme but also, more to the
                point, ageing. That’s because you’ve got a teenage Miami
                cheerleader’s teeth in your 55-year-old face. This causes the onlooker to
                think, ‘Something’s wrong here, and it’s not the teeth – those
                teeth are immaculate and amazing. So it must be the face. Oh yes! The face is really
                old and doesn’t match the teeth.’ People will think this even if the
                face isn’t ‘really old’ and merely middle-aged, because the
                frickin’ teeth emphasize the contrast so cruelly. So leave well alone. It
                doesn’t matter that your teeth are crooked.

            Whitening, though: now you’re
                talking (and smiling. Beaming! So cheering, and transformative).

            
                	Making your teeth significantly
                        whiter, by yourself, at home, is easy. You need a top-of-the-range
                    electric toothbrush. I’m afraid these aren’t cheap – the Philips
                    Sonicare range, which is the one I recommend, starts from £50 and skyrockets
                    upwards from there – so ask for one for Christmas. However, used in conjunction
                    with a safe whitening toothpaste (I
                    recommend the Janina brand), you basically get a whole new mouth in about three
                    weeks. Chuck in a Sonicare AirFloss, a terrifyingly effective device that blasts
                    every iota of plaque into oblivion (and on to your bathroom mirror – stand well
                    back), and you’re practically Miss Teeth of the Year. NB: The AirFloss was
                    called the BloodFloss in my house when I first got one; it passes.

                	Your dental hygienist will dispose
                        of staining caused by tea, red wine, tobacco and the like; the
                    Sonicare will subsequently keep it at bay (but do keep visiting your hygienist
                    regularly, not least because a load of health problems manifest themselves via
                    the mouth and gums – sinister but true, which is why even people with dentures
                    need to go and see the dentist).

                	The best and fastest way of
                        getting dramatically whiter teeth is by spending a couple of hours
                    a week wearing made-to-measure bleaching trays. See your dentist. They cost from
                    about £250 and last forever. Don’t use those cheap, ready-made ones: they
                    aren’t moulded to your own teeth and therefore merrily leak peroxide down
                    your throat, which on balance you can probably do without.

            

            It’s a fact that
                    enamel thins as we get older, which can lead to all sorts of
                problems. There are several new toothpastes that claim to reverse this and to
                actually rebuild enamel. Of the ones I’ve tried, the most impressive is called
                Regenerate and is made by Unilever (which I mention only because those huge
                companies have huge amounts of money to spend on research – they therefore tend not
                to make false claims).

            Haircut

            Next, Sophie needs a good
                    haircut. Not a decent haircut, not an OK haircut, not her
                ‘trademark’ haircut that she’s had since she was twenty: no, a
                good, a really good haircut that works perfectly for this precise time of
                life. You can see what the problem is here: exceptional, life-changing haircuts are
                rarer than hen’s teeth, and this isn’t Honey magazine in 1983
                (more’s the pity), so I’m not going to tell you how to have a
                conversation with your hairdresser. I do have some tips, though.

            Hair is such an emotive subject, and the
                way we feel about our hair is not rational. Yes, it’s only hair. It’s
                also an expression of femininity, it’s sexy, it’s supposed to be our
                ‘crowning glory’ and it’s tied in very closely with how we feel we
                look – we don’t have ‘bad mascara’ days, or ‘crap
                tights’ days,7 only bad hair ones. It
                follows that anything that happens to our hair that we can’t control – any
                age-related changes in texture or volume, for instance – can feel absolutely
                devastating, and that’s before you get to really upsetting things
                like hair loss or alopecia. (If you’re losing a really alarming amount of hair
                – losing a fair bit is completely normal – then do have your thyroid function
                checked.) While I’m at it with hair loss and alopecia: if braving it out is
                not for you and the idea of wigs makes you want to cry, please be aware that there
                are absolutely amazing wigs out there these days, and they are the least wiggy wigs
                imaginable. You can swim and shower in them, and drive an open-top car in a gale.
                They look completely natural and you honestly, truly, can’t tell they’re
                a wig, even if you get really close up to the wearer and stare and stare (I have
                done this). You always used to be able to tell from the hairline: wigs, even expensive wigs, have a
                sort of solid, neatly demarcated line at the front. Nobody’s hairline does
                this naturally, unless you’re a supercool young black guy who’s shaved
                his into a neat strip. So, two choices:

            
                	Make like an African-American
                        superstar and go for a ‘lace-front’ wig, where the
                    front part of the wig is gauze-like and has individual hairs positioned to
                    resemble a true and natural hairline. These wigs can face any wind machine/force
                    10 gale. Catwalk Beauty in Brixton, London, has an impressive selection.

                	If you want to go less pop star
                        and more normal person, you want something called vacuum real-hair
                    wigs (‘Man, the terminology is sexy,’ says the wig-wearing friend
                    who got me on to these) – see Positively Hair’s website8
                    for all information. They use human hair and take a mould of your head to ensure
                    a perfect fit. The wigs do not ever come off accidentally, due to the vacuum
                    business. They are fantastic.

            

            You have to bite the bullet, with
                hair. You have to be brave and unflinching and look in the mirror and ask yourself
                some unpleasant questions, and then you have to make what David Cameron would call
                ‘tough decisions’.

            Now, you can stop reading this bit if
                your hair is indeed your crowning glory. If it’s the hair you had at
                twenty-one – as lush, as thick, as corn-coloured, falling to your shoulders in
                Botticelli waves – then hurrah. Before you go off and have a jubilant cup of tea,
                though, just quickly ask yourself if you’re happy with its cut, and with its
                length.

            Hopefully, the
                answer will be yes. But I’m just quickly going to point a few things out like
                an insistent spoilsport:

            
                	Your ‘signature cut’
                        may not actually be the best cut for you in middle age – not
                    because it doesn’t look nice, but because, oddly, having the same cut for
                    twenty or thirty years can be immensely ageing in itself. It’s back to my
                    teeth example above. Someone looks at you – someone who’s known you since
                    forever. ‘Ah,’ they say to themselves, ‘here’s lovely
                    Sophie. She has the hair she had when I first met her at that party in 1985 –
                    that gorgeous hair. It’s exactly the same. Same cut, same colour, same
                    everything. God, it takes me back. And here’s Sophie’s dear face and
                    it looks exac— Oh, Christ. Well, never mind. We all get older. I’m hardly
                    an oil painting myself, these days.’ And this is the hair/face
                        dichotomy. You may not mind it, but you should be aware that it
                    exists, and that there exists an alternative scenario, where the person is
                    going, ‘Ah, lovely Sophie. She looks great,’ without detouring into
                    a whole tragic hair cul-de-sac. So bear that in mind.

                	Beware the perils of long
                        hair. It used to be thought, absurdly, that long hair on a woman
                    past forty was somehow unseemly. And then people evolved, thank God, and now of
                    course you can have whatever length of hair you like. Actually, I say that –
                    I’m very against Pointlessly Long Hair on anyone, but especially on the
                    middle-aged. This is a personal prejudice, though, so do ignore me – except
                    it’s so creepy, Pointlessly Long Hair. Who do those women with thinning
                    waist-length hair think they are – a mermaid? A princess? You know – at
                        fifty? Gosh.

                	I am also
                        against
                    Pointlessly Short Hair. Pointlessly Short Hair is absolutely
                    beautiful when it works, but unbelievably unforgiving when it
                    doesn’t. You need a thin pointy-featured face – quite like an elf’s,
                    actually – an impeccably firm jawline, great skin and very good bone structure,
                    so that you’re mostly cheekbones and eyes as opposed to, for instance,
                    chin and nose. In middle age, this is very much not a given, simply because with
                    the best will in the world it’s hard (but not impossible) to be gamine
                    when you have grandchildren. There was a time when every woman over forty had
                    Pointlessly Short Hair, and it made me sad – automatic short hair, plus
                    nan-clothes, were what made those women inescapably dowdy, like giving children
                    with Down’s syndrome bowl haircuts in the 1970s, as though that was just
                    the way their hair grew: what stupid madness. Where women can manage it, though
                    – the gamine crop, not the bowl – it’s sensational. Also, congratulations:
                    you’re Jane Birkin.

                	Most of us do better with
                        something in-between – and, as I say, I am a great believer in
                    having new hair every few years, and in not letting things stagnate. This
                    happens best if your hairdresser’s sense of style errs on the side of the
                    classical. There’s a certain look some middle-aged women have, which says,
                    not unpoignantly, ‘My 26-year-old hairdresser is my friend and really
                    understands the inner me, the Fun Me trying to get out, and together we express
                    the Fun Me through my hair.’ I am not a fan of the Fun Me. People on the
                    Tube don’t go, ‘Aw, look, she’s really a fun person.’
                    They go, ‘All right, Su Pollard?’

            

            
                MATCHING THE
                    BACK TO THE FRONT

                My point about long hair is this:
                    you look completely different from the back than you do from the front. Of
                    course, there are lots of ways in which this happens anyway – you may have the
                    gait of a sprightly gazelle or impala at sixty-eight, you may have the enviable
                    figure of a teenager, you may be wearing Daisy Dukes (please don’t be
                    wearing Daisy Dukes).

                Recently, a man followed me down
                    Greek Street in Soho, all the way to Soho Square. I was coming out of a shop.
                    Eventually he caught up with me and said, to my back, ‘I can never resist
                    a hot brunette,’ which I thought was not un-charming – in a ‘or
                    possibly it’s quite creepy’ way. Anyway, I turned round to say
                    something and saw that the man was in his early thirties, tops (I could
                    technically have given birth to him). Clearly unable to self-edit his speech, he
                    said, ‘Oh … no, it’s still OK.’

                Put it this way: I nearly died
                    during that ellipsis. Imagine if he’d said ‘Oh … my mistake’
                    or ‘Oh … sorry, ma’am’ or just ‘Oh … JESUS
                    CHRIST’. I mean, it must happen, and I think it’s a lot more likely
                    to happen if your hair is longer and therefore younger-looking. Because what
                    made me a ‘hot brunette’ was my hair (shoulder-length).

                Beware. It can look lovely, but
                    it can also look very mutton.

            

            Still on hair:
                staying blonde is easy, staying dark is hard. If you have – or had – really dark
                hair to start off with, be extremely wary of trying to keep it that way: it
                doesn’t work. Dyed black hair looks blocky and wig-like, no matter how skilled
                the technician. Go darkest, most bitter brown instead (a kind of 80 per cent cocoa
                solids shade is what you’re aiming for), and whack some highlights in there to
                light your face up. Nothing is less flattering to skin than that harsh blue-black
                colour (this also applies to clothes, as we shall see), unless you’re Chinese
                or Japanese and your blue-black hair is real.

            If you want to try out a new shade or
                hairstyle, bear the following in mind:

            
                	Never, ever go to a new
                        hairdresser
                    for a dramatic change – of cut or colour, but especially
                    cut.

                	Tearing pictures out of magazines
                        is still a good idea – or rather, doing a Google image search on
                    your iPad and presenting it to the hairdresser like an offering, or like a cat
                    with a dead bird. A good hairdresser will be blunt and say no if the cut
                    you’re thinking of is wrong. Never mind your fat-faced hurt feelings – be
                    grateful.

                	There’s nothing wrong with
                        stopping women in the street and saying, ‘Excuse me, where
                    did you get your hair cut?’ especially if the woman’s hair is
                    similar to yours.

                	There is nothing wrong, either,
                        with trying on wigs – especially if you’re going from long to
                    short.

            

            This is a contentious thing to
                say, but it may be that the thing your husband/boyfriend/partner likes best about
                you is your current hair. He’s an arse in this respect, obviously, because
                what he should like best is YOU, not a load of strands of stupid keratin. Nevertheless, there are few things
                more crushing than coming home with a radical change and seeing the face of someone
                you love fall sadly to the ground – and to be fair to husbands/partners, I’d
                be very sad if mine suddenly grew an enormous Gandalf beard. If you’re living
                with, or involved with, some hair fanatic, take soundings first. It ought to be
                perfectly possible to agree on something that everybody’s happy with.

            However, having said that, the excuse
                ‘my husband likes it this way’ is responsible for 90 per cent of beauty,
                hair and sartorial horrors. Your husband may really like you butt-naked and smoking
                a cheroot, but there’s a time and a place. It’s your hair. Be the boss
                of it.9

            WOMAN NUMBER 3

            Then there’s Woman Number 3, and
                she’s having no truck with any of this mimsy bullshit. She is simply not
                having it. In a way she’s as magnificent as Woman Number 1, with her
                diametrically opposed but equally spirited refusal. No, she says. No, no,
                no, no. I know I can’t ultimately stop any of this happening, but I
                am going to do everything in my power to delay decrepitude for as long as I can.

            Woman Number 3 – let’s call her
                Esmeralda – gets a hard time. I sometimes think that Woman Number 2, Sophie – who
                occupies broadly the same territory as many of us – is a bit of a weed. She’s
                sitting on the fence when it comes to beauty and age: on the one hand, yes,
                I’ll get an expensive, really good haircut; on the other hand, God, no,
                I’d never have fillers – what kind of a person do you take me for? This only
                really works intellectually up to a point. For example, if Sophie has naturally great hair and is spending an actually
                quite pointless fortune on it, wouldn’t the money be better spent on fixing
                the massive crevasse-sized wrinkle between her brows? And yet Esmeralda is the one
                we all sit in judgement on. How shallow she must be. How vain. How tragic,
                ultimately, to set so much value on delaying the inevitable. This is terribly
                hypocritical. Who hasn’t been curious about Botox, or fillers, or the idea of
                hoiking everything up just a teeny bit?

            The real question here is, who does it
                hurt? And the answer is complicated: at one level, it hurts absolutely nobody.
                Esmeralda’s got her fillers and her new tits, and she’s as happy as a
                clam. What’s it to you? At another level, though, it hurts – so the argument
                goes – all of us. It hurts those of us who are left behind, wrinkly and
                    slack-bosomed,10 because it lets the side
                down. Because of women like Esmeralda, the idea of what a woman of forty, or fifty,
                or sixty ‘should’ look like has shifted – whoosh – wayyyyy over
                there, where it’s hard to keep up. And that doesn’t make us feel good,
                and so we look for someone to blame. ‘Look here, Esmeralda,’ we say,
                ‘it’s hard enough living in a society that places so little value on
                middle-aged women without you swanning about, with a face that’s as smooth as
                an egg and with rock-hard 36Ds.’ You’re not very sisterly,
                Esmo, and that is bad. So we will now make all sorts of assumptions about you –
                about your intellect, what you’re like as a person, even about your
                capabilities as a mother. These assumptions will not be flattering.

            This, in itself, is of course a very
                    unsisterly response. We’re in six-kettles-and-half-a-dozen-pots
                territory here. Let’s not forget that even Woman Number 1, with her gnarly
                feet and her gigantic smock, sits in judgement on Women Numbers 2 and 3: she thinks they’re not just silly
                but unforgivably so for concerning themselves with this stuff; by extension, she
                thinks she’s cleverer. The cleverest, in fact. I hate to break it to
                Woman Number 1, but sitting in Birkenstocks

            
            SISTERS UNDER THE SKIN

            
            
            
                	
                    
                    
                    
                

                	
                    
                    
                

                	Good skin is
                        the most important thing. For me, Armani’s foundations are
                    second to none – specifically Maestro Fusion, which has the texture of water and
                    is the ultimate foundation for people who normally hate foundation – but all of
                    the above brands have exceptional offerings. Tinted moisturizers: Guerlain
                    first, then Laura Mercier and Nars. Also, buy yourself a Clarisonic facial
                    cleansing brush, the single best thing you can do for your skin. See also
                    mineral foundation.

                	If your eyes look fantastic, the
                        rest of your face can handle any number of imperfections. This is a
                    neat trick. Learn to perfect your eye make-up and your beauty life is instantly
                    simplified. Again, it’s all in the tools. The brands above have excellent
                    pencils and shadows, as does By Terry (amazing pencils). The easiest way of
                    learning new techniques is to go online and find some good make-up tutorials. I
                    like Lisa Eldridge’s,12 which are clear and
                    easy to follow, but see my earlier point about in-store classes.

                	Blusher
                    can take years off. Mad sort of beauty-speak thing to say, but
                    true. Do a big, exaggerated fake smile and apply blusher on the fat bits of the
                    cheeks – the apples – rather than sucking in your face and applying it to the
                    hollows (very eighties – your lipstick is no longer called Iron Lady or Copper
                    Knockers). Use fingers or a small brush: those huge fluffy ones aren’t
                    nearly precise enough. Armani’s Cheek Fabric Blush in shade 506 looks
                    amazing on everybody who is from very white to Asian/mid-brown. If your skin is
                    very dry, cream blusher may be a better idea. Try cream eyeshadow too – though
                        remember that all cream or all
                    powder will not last as long as a mixture: powder shadow will last longer if it
                    has something to stick to (such as a cream primer), and so on.

                	Discover the benefits of
                        contouring. If you’re good with a brush, you can now suck in
                    your cheeks and, with a very light hand, use a contouring powder (good ones are
                    a really ugly, muddy dirty-brown colour) in the hollows and under your chin.
                    Contouring is highly fashionable as I write, because it can have amazing
                    results. Do practise, though. It can also look like your face has got strange
                    mud-coloured stripes on it. Also, save it for the evening: it works best in
                    forgiving light.

                	Have a look at Studio 10.
                    This is a small line developed by Grace Fodor13 with
                    the middle-aged and upwards specifically in mind. The products are brilliant,
                    pared down and simplified, and idiot-proof. She does a particularly good,
                    hard-to-mess-up contour kit, as per point 6 above.

                	Shine sits in creases.
                    Avoid this by using an eye primer (I like Urban Decay’s), which will
                    smooth out the entire area and prolong the staying power of the product. Go easy
                    with deliberate shine on the rest of the face, while not shunning it entirely
                    (shine restores youthful bloom; going super-matte can make you look quite
                    desiccated).

                	Buy a new mascara. The
                    most recent formulations come pretty close to looking like eyelash extensions
                    (special mention to Charlotte Tilbury’s Full Fat Lashes and to MAC’s
                    3D Black Lash). When it comes to everyday make-up, I think that as you age a
                    good rule of thumb is to up the mascara and go easier on the liner – it gives wide
                    eyes, rather than sharply delineated ones, and is much more youthful-looking and
                    flattering. For the same reason, liner often looks better smudged – or use
                    shadow.

                	The rule for eyeshadows and liners
                        involves the colour wheel: if you want your eyes to
                    ‘pop’ (eyes ‘popping’ always reminds me of aged colonels
                    spluttering with disgust), then you want to use the colour that’s opposite
                    yours on the wheel: brown, rusty shades for blue eyes, purples for green eyes,
                    and so on. It’s not an immutable rule, obviously – wear what you like –
                    but it’s handy to bear in mind if you want maximum emphasis.

                	Maintain good eyebrows.
                    These work like a mini facelift, because everything gets hoiked upwards. If
                    years of plucking have left yours too sparse, or if you have alopecia, Sophie
                        Thorpe14 will tattoo you some
                    semi-permanent new ones. I realize this may sound alarming, but there’s no
                    need for fear – she’s brilliant (and expensive, I’m afraid). If your
                    eyebrows are still in good nick, threading gives a neater effect than plucking
                    and is faster and less painful.

                	Invest in decent
                        skincare. I could write an entire book about this subject alone.
                    However, in the absence of space – and if you don’t care about products
                    not looking particularly glamorous, as long as they really work – Bioderma has a
                    range for every skin type, is not expensive and the entire range is extremely
                    effective.

                	Crème de la Mer. The
                    answer to, ‘Is Crème de la Mer worth it?’ – everyone always asks – is,
                    ‘Yes, very much so, but only if you are forty plus and your skin is normal
                    to dry.’ There’s a lighter lotion that’s better for oilier
                    skin. The whole range is phenomenal, to be honest – eye-watering price tag and
                    all.

                	If you buy one expensive thing,
                        make it a top-notch moisturizer. Keeping your skin moist prevents
                    lines and wrinkles. Thirsty skin looks knackered, which is the opposite of what
                    you want.

                	Go easy on exfoliation.
                    That includes both scrubbing at your face with grainy products and using
                    skincare that contains acids. They work beautifully, but they thin the skin over
                    time. For every day, just use your preferred cleanser and a hot flannel, which
                    will exfoliate gently without doing damage.

                	Clichéd but true. After a
                    certain age, it’s your arse or your face. Go for the face. Don’t
                    starve yourself: being too thin can be unbelievably ageing. Fat fills out
                    wrinkles; being a bit too fat is more flattering than being a bit too thin.
                    Think of it as nature’s injectable fillers.

                	Eye creams are not worth
                        it. Just use your normal moisturizer, in minuscule doses, and pat
                    it on using your ring finger15 rather than rubbing
                    it in (the skin here is unbelievably delicate). A top cosmetic surgeon once told
                    me a really revolting story about people having ‘pouches of fatty
                    deposit’ under the eyes as a result of using too much eye cream. If you
                    have huge, pouchy bags under your eyes, know that blepharoplasty (the surgery to remove
                    these) is extremely effective, makes a huge difference, is uncomplicated and
                    straightforward, and you can usually go home the same day.

                	Some night creams are worth
                        it. But see above: your normal moisturizer will work, too.
                    If you’re very dry, oils work even better (I love Decléor’s). If
                    you’re oily, you don’t need a night cream. Save your money.

                	Top tip if you’re oily
                        (which is really frickin’ annoying beyond the age of
                        fourteen): try Bioderma’s Sébium range. Also, cheer up: oily
                    skin ages more slowly because it remains relatively lubricated and therefore
                    elastic.

                	In my view, the best concealers
                        are: Secret Camouflage by Laura Mercier – which will cover pretty
                    much anything you want covered without looking cakey or obvious – and The
                    Retoucher by Charlotte Tilbury – which is creamier and comes in a Touche
                    Éclat-style pen. It’s better than any others at erasing shadows under the
                    eyes.

                	Always use a sunscreen.
                    No, this isn’t glossy-magazine guff. Brown spots are to be avoided, as are
                    wrinkles. Save yourself. Put it on the backs of your hands as well as on your
                    face. Daily sunscreens these days are not claggy and zincy, and nor will they
                    make you look like a ghost. Alpha-H, an Australian brand that, being Australian,
                    really understands about sun damage, does a brilliant Daily Essential
                    Moisturizer with SPF30 as part of its comprehensive range.

                	You can’t get rid of proper,
                        deep wrinkles
                    with anything you buy over the counter. You can get rid of them, or soften them dramatically,
                    with injectables. Be careful, though. A face that is entirely unlined is Humpty
                    Dumpty’s face. If you’re going down this route, inject the
                    crevasses, leave the rest, i.e. the smaller wrinkles, alone. As an adult, a
                    completely smooth face is a face that’s never laughed or cried. It is not
                    attractive.

                	Don’t ignore your
                        neck. Necks have the terrible habit of looking perfectly normal and
                    then suddenly going all chicken-necky in the space of about two weeks, something
                    that is irreversible. Use whatever you’re using on your face on your neck
                    too, to prevent this, plus whack on the sunscreen here (a medium to high factor)
                    – neck skin is very thin and needs extra protection.

                	Lip fillers look awful on
                        everyone. Where they don’t look awful, they look
                    off-puttingly sore, as if they might crack and start seeping. Charlotte Tilbury
                    does a brilliant skin-coloured (if you’re white to mid-brown) pencil that
                    allows you to effortlessly cheat your natural lip shape, should you wish to do
                    so.

                	Crêpey cleavage is not a great
                        look. It’s nice to be proud of your bosom – but wear
                    something figure-hugging rather than a deep V. There’s
                    nothing you can do to de-crêpe the cleavage. Sorry. This is why staying
                        out of the sun would have been a good idea twenty years ago. Still,
                    I’d rather someone was crêpey than know that they spent decades sitting
                    under a parasol slathered in factor 50 and wearing a huge hat, looking pained.
                    You have to seize the pleasure of the moment, sometimes. Use sunblock from now
                    on, though.

                	Hands show
                        your age (there are mad cosmetic procedures to tackle this – but
                    who has the time or the money, really?). Carry hand cream with you; if your
                    hands look knackered, short square nails are better than talons (who still has
                    talons? Cool fifteen-year-olds from Dalston. Not you, I hope).

                	Drink water, and plenty of
                        it. By the time you register thirst, you are already mildly
                    dehydrated. Don’t be dehydrated, it’s withering.
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