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1

Crazy Age

I am old and I feel and look old. In addition, I think about being old a good deal of the time; not crossly or sadly, as a rule, but simply as a condition of my days and nights and what’s going on in them. I like being old at least as much as I liked being middle-aged and a good deal more than I liked being young. There are lots of bad things about it, but then there were lots of bad things about being young.There must have been, since my favourite poems were for a time John Clare’s ‘Written in Northampton County Asylum’, which starts with the line ‘I am, yet what I am who cares, or knows?’ and a poem by the Russian poet Lermontov called, roughly,‘It’s Boring and Sad and Lonely’. Lermontov died in a duel when he was twenty-seven, and a good deal of what he wrote was about the loneliness and emptiness of life and its all being a bad joke, so I wonder whether he mightn’t have rather preferred being old. Needless to say, I can hardly bear to read either poem through to the end these days. I’m not  keen on hearing about people having a mouldy time of it, and especially not young people; which cuts out a good deal of Romantic poetry. All that pain and longing looks different from here.Though I’m not sure that the suicide statistics bear me out. It seems that the highest number of suicides in this country has for years been among men of over seventy-five and then (though there are far fewer of these) among women of the same age.

On the whole I take pleasure in my life and am not especially anxious for it to end, despite reminders from all quarters that the end is nigh for us all and even hints that it might sensibly be brought forward. But I’ve been lucky. I was born in 1932. I’m in my late seventies, and I still live with the person I married fifty-four years ago, whose work as a journal editor and academic has introduced us both to people who have, for most of the time, been lucky too. I have children and grandchildren; though one son has decided to live in India, rather than up the road. I have had interesting work to do throughout my life: publishing, teaching in a school and then a university, writing. All that has furnished friends, too. And I still know, despite the ravages of time and death, a good many people as old as I am, or older, and quite a few who are younger than me as well. My ninety-two-year-old aunt, who died recently, wore silvery eye-shadow to the day she died, and when she talked, as she did, about a possible end to her awful pain and her immobility, I don’t think she meant dying. She wanted to get back to her work, which was teaching singers to sing, and she wanted to sit in her garden. She was pleased when I followed her bedizening  example in my adolescence, and used to refer to herself as ‘Auntie Jezebel’. I have several friends in their nineties and even more who are just a whisker away: most of them, as it happens, in full possession of their wits, and all of them weakened to some extent by their bodies’ failures. Collectively, they are deaf, blind, severely breathless and arthritic. There have been broken hips and arms and pelvises, mismanaged cataract operations, glaucoma and recurring leg ulcers.There have been multiple bypasses and the insertion of stents. And, of course, cancer of several kinds and a stroke or two. And in each case there are anxious and by now fairly elderly offspring braced to insist on live-in help for them and to install warning systems, alterations to staircases, bathrooms and bedrooms and lavatories, and in some cases there has been covert investigation of care homes.

Most of these kindly suggestions are stubbornly rebuffed. And collectively, these nonagenarians fly around the world accepting prizes, playing bridge, swimming, reading books and even writing them.They work and see their friends and make jokes, and behave like inhabitants of a world they assume is going to continue with them in it. One of them admitted to me recently that this was probably not the happiest time of her life, but she still marvels at the beauty and charm of a world she can only dimly see, and given half a reason to dress up will do so with elegance and aplomb. These are people who know that they are likely to be dead within the next five years, and yet they give little sense of being haunted by death or dreading it, as do many people much younger than they are. It may even be that the sense  of an imminent ending gives shape and urgency to the life they’re living now.They live daily with their own mortality, and, as Bernard Williams the philosopher once wrote in an essay he subtitled ‘Reflections on the Tedium of Immortality’, ‘death gives the meaning to life’ - though, as he quickly added, ‘That does not mean that we should not fear death’. It is possible that loneliness and boredom are balanced for the very old by the relief these states may provide from the speed and noise and some of the pain of other people’s lives, though the old are by no means immune to the horrors of depression.

Ever since I have inhabited old age - for that is what it feels like - I have looked and listened, mostly in vain, for news of what it is like for other people who inhabit it as I do. Naturally, I’m interested in its well-known depredations, the physical and mental ones that people in their forties and fifties so publicly dread, and those other ones in the world out there, which cause us to throw up our hands in horror when people use words like ‘digital’ or ‘leverage’ or ‘unacceptable’ or ‘inappropriate’ or ‘issues’ or start a lot of their sentences with ‘At the end of the day’ and expect us to listen to what comes next. And who would not delight in all the theatrical props of old age: the pills and sticks, the shrieking hearing-aids and dental weaponry, the tricks for countering the loss of names and threads and glasses and for circumventing insomnia, the visits to The Back Shop? But that’s not all. I have a fond hope that there may be new kinds of time and new kinds of pleasure, perhaps even new kinds of vitality, and that though we forget and muddle and fail to hear  things, there may be moments when we understand what’s going on for the first time. But then I’ve always been a late developer.

No doubt the old have delivered themselves of too much advice and opinion over the years and deserve to be asked to keep quiet now, but it does sometimes seem that we are hemmed in by unnecessary and even self-inflicted prohibitions. It is nearly forbidden to talk about age. I am always being warned off it, as a subject unseemly in itself and one which, once broached, is bound to end in complaints and sorrow. Helen Small, who has considered old age as a philosopher and as someone who is not yet old, has written that ‘many of us spend more and more time, as we grow older, thinking about the fact that we are growing older and what it implies, but we also spend a great deal of time trying, more or less strenuously, not to think about that fact and what it implies’. Even Simone de Beauvoir, who wrote a book nearly seven hundred pages long about old age, ended it with the advice that ‘it is far better not to think about it too much’. Wanderings down ‘memory lane’ produce polite interest, but little more. And you may simply be cut short by people’s attempts at consolation, and embarrassed assurances (from those who are old themselves as well as from the young) that no one would guess how old you are, and that since you are probably young in heart and spirit, if nothing else, you should feel no shame or self-pity, nor dwell on the condition unduly. I suppose that we may seem to be asking for some such homily or reassurance, and some of us are. The mother of an old friend of mine used to ask absolute  strangers at bus stops how old they thought she was. Her announcement, delivered before they could reply, that she was eighty-four, was clearly meant to elicit incredulity.

This embargo on old age as a topic reminds me of my early years as a mother, when we tried not to talk about our babies for fear of being thought boring; and the babies themselves were expected to remain as far as possible unseen and unheard. Perhaps we were pretending that someone else was looking after them. I remember a grand lady’s indignation when a guest at her Sunday lunch brought a dog with her.‘One wouldn’t, after all,’ the grand lady announced later, ‘bring one’s baby!’ Since having a baby was the most interesting thing that had happened to me so far it seemed surprising that one couldn’t talk about it more. Some of all that may just have been squeamishness about bodies and their various leakages. Many years ago I fielded a telephone call to my husband from the writer V. S. Pritchett without mentioning to him that I was actually in labour, in mid-contraction. He would not, I felt, have wanted to know.

So why are there people who allow these extra years, after, say, sixty, to collapse into something like an awkward afterthought, a sort of terminal waiting-room or exile, where the earlier themes and continuities of our lives are to be treated as radically attenuated, altered or defunct? These extra years would have seemed a miraculous bonus to many of our forebears. We are not encouraged to dwell in the past, and in sticking to the present, we are warned off mimicking the young or over-identifying with them.We must guard against petulance about the modern world, while also insisting, if  possible, that from our vantage point some things have changed for the better. I confess to occasional feelings of relief that I may not have to share the terrifying future predicted for us all by public doomsters warning of political, economic and environmental disasters. Meanwhile, we must keep off the subject of death while also preparing realistically and practically for its imminence, and we are to be sparing in our discussion of illness, pain and all signs of degeneration.These things are not, after all, a pretty sight.

I exaggerate, of course: for one of the charms of old age is that one has more time and space in which to think one’s thoughts, if not always to utter them; and if I feel oppressed by these kinds of prohibition that is more likely to derive from my own history of distrusting the old than from some more general ordinance. For I did distrust them. I thought of old people as generally dowdy and disapproving, so that I was easily won over by my grandfather and a very few other old people, who seemed, for most of the time at least, to be neither.

Only the very young want to be older, and surely even they do not want to be very old. Does anyone? Probably not, though perhaps there are people who look forward to age, rather as Henry James looked forward to becoming stout. I see that there is really no reason for the young to bother themselves with old age or with the very old or even with wondering what it’s going to be like. Being able to ignore the future and possible endings to it is what you’re young for, after all. But why should the old feel bound to follow their example? Most of us are faced these days with the serious  alternative of becoming old rather than ending our lives as so many did in the past (and still do in poor parts of the world) in their thirties or forties. Several of my friends have died in their thirties or forties. I think they missed the best bit and I am sad for them.Yet old age remains as unpopular as it ever was.

 

About twenty years ago I sat in a restaurant gazing at the left forearm of the American writer who was sitting opposite me. As she reminisced about Hollywood and a very public quarrel she’d had recently with another veteran writer, I marvelled at her arm. Adorned with gold rings and watch and bracelets, its sunburnt wrinkles were neat and regular, like the ripples left by the tide on a sandy beach. I imagined her whole body wrapped in more of this finely pleated, tissue-paper skin, and I hoped (and believed, I think) that it would never happen to me. Something very like it has happened to me, though I can flex my arms a bit and get them to return to a semblance of their old selves, just as I can pretend that my strange leopard’s markings are simply freckles of an unusual kind. But there are ugly arthritic twists to my fingers and odd lumps where my thumbs begin. I don’t wear rings any more, in order to avoid drawing attention to my hands. I am not horrified by these changes and not self-conscious about them, as I would have been when I was young.They have happened to me slowly, gradually, and I have forgotten what my arms were like before, though I scrutinise young arms with an astonished pleasure I don’t remember feeling about my own limbs. I don’t think that people of my  age look at themselves in mirrors much.The person we occasionally glimpse there is someone else, with only a remote resemblance to the person we expected to see.Yet this unfamiliar mask we wear nowadays can be easier to live behind than that other face we had somehow to account for as it presented itself to the world. It was our fortune, after all, and this one isn’t. I have no attachment to this new look: but its very foreignness affords solace, curiously, and I have no impulse to apologise for it or cover it up, even when, as happened recently, a two-year-old boy looked up from his scooter to ask me if I was a man. I suppose he wouldn’t have asked if there hadn’t been some chance of my not being.

Dora, my granddaughter, made a charming Romeo in her school play when she was twelve, though she was a little dwarfed by the tallest girl in her class, who had been lavishly greyed-up as the Nurse. When I was sixteen and was suddenly and punitively, as it seemed to me, sent to a school with no boys in it, I was chosen to play a sixty-year-old man in a play called Quiet Weekend. Bert, once wigmaker to stars of stage and screen, who’d been at school with my English teacher’s brother, fitted me out with a bald head and gingery whiskers, while cushions were stuffed into my rather thin father’s tweed jacket and grey flannels to persuade the audience that I was not only male but old. In those days, masquerading as an old person seemed easy enough. You knew the rules: you were bent and grey and stumbling and slow and you lowered your voice a bit. Apart from that it was a matter of make-up.There is a road sign encouraging drivers to look out for elderly pedestrians, which has it exactly:  two bent figures with sticks. I once asked a class of twelve-year-olds to write about their grandmothers, and there they all were: small, bent, shuffling, kindly, knitting away and putting logs on the fire. One even scratched her head with a knitting needle under her headscarf. Another did some fancy work removing her false teeth semi-invisibly behind a handkerchief. Only one had his grandmother stalking the Côte d’Azur in hotpants, downing the G and Ts provided by the sly young gigolos her grandson remembered admiring and even envying. We’ve played at being grown-up and we’ve impersonated the old. A trick of the light and the impersonation impersonates itself.

If impersonation and old age are not synonymous, they are certainly linked. There’s the story of Harold Macmillan and Rab Butler making their rivalrous way in a funeral procession at Westminster Abbey: Macmillan all sticks and aids and senile pantomime. ‘It’s all put on, you know,’ Butler is said to have whispered loudly to his neighbour.The selves we present to the world can seem like disguises to us - histrionic disguises that are usually taken to be the real thing. While the young may think that we have always been as we are now, most of us continue to see ourselves at our optimum age. In her nineties, my mother drew and painted herself, in scenes with her great-grandchildren, as a woman of forty or so. Most of my memories of people who were old in my childhood and youth are curiously fixed, unchanging, cast as the permanent furniture of my memory, and quite independently of their lives and times. In some cases, however, I have a single additional memory. It is of their sudden  falling away, becoming ill, collapsed, about to die. I remember my grandfather, just before he took to his bed and died of a brain tumour, sitting slumped and weak, as he had never seemed before, on the shallow wooden steps in his library. At eighty-one, he was suddenly defeated by the woman who was visiting him in order to collaborate on a book about the Irish potato famine, a subject he knew more about at that moment than anyone else in the world. She, I have always supposed, took comfort from his disintegration, and wrote the book they’d planned together without him and without even acknowledging his help. I remember the shock I felt at his helplessness, a condition that was alien to everything I knew of him.

Some people have surgery and go to other lengths to freeze themselves in youth or, more uncomfortably, to freeze themselves in those years that follow immediately after youth, when the beginnings of ageing are already visible. One woman I know looks younger and prettier in her seventies than I remember her in her twenties, as a result of some quite elaborate surgery I believe she is happy to admit to. She is one of several of my contemporaries who have become much younger than I am, as a result of plastic surgery or lying about their age, or both, or perhaps because they really are younger than I am in spirit.When the old are the subject of magazine articles it is often because they are famous and look much younger than they are. It is as if not seeming old is the main achievement the old may decently aspire to. An Indian friend explained to me that not dying your hair could be thought antisocial, bad manners, unfair on  one’s friends. She encourages the men in her family to dye their hair too. I am surprised by the passion with which some people strive to hold on to their youth or to reclaim it. I wonder if they enjoyed their youth more than I did, or if they didn’t have enough of it, or not enough of a good time when they were young. And I am moved by that moment when people in their fifties begin to look older and struggle for the first time with the signs of age and with a sense of their own mortality and deterioration. I remember that moment as far harder to bear than the transformation and the invisibility I live with now.

While thinking about the disadvantages of immortality, Bernard Williams wondered especially about the age we’d choose to stick at for immortal life, for eternity, if we assume that we wouldn’t just go on getting older and older: ‘If one pictures living for ever as living as an embodied person in the world rather as it is, it will be a question, and not so trivial as may seem, of what age one eternally is.’ Forty-two seemed about right to Williams. To be eternally in one’s seventies might have considerably less appeal. I wonder how many of us are old in our dreams. I have the sense that if we figure at all in our rehearsals and imaginings and memories, we are either invisible ghostly presences there or much, much younger. I dreamed some nights ago that I cheated in a maths exam, a strange feat for me, as it meant copying a long and inscrutable formula from some secret source. I assume I was young in my dream, but perhaps my cheating stood in for some riper crime, committed in old age. If we ‘let ourselves go’, as they say, isn’t it because  these selves we are required to maintain and adorn and keep going do not always seem to us to be our true selves, but belatedly imposed or adopted selves, even provisional ones, so that it is sometimes quite difficult to be interested in them? Making the best of what is, after all, quite a bad job, simply stops being worth it. No wonder that shopping and dressing and washing and brushing and combing become a bit dull and perfunctory.

 

In his Nothing to Be Frightened Of, a meditation on his lifelong fear of dying, Julian Barnes divides people into those who fear death and those who fear the incapacities of old age, with subheadings for those who do or don’t believe in God or an afterlife. (There must surely be a superordinate category containing those who fear both.) ‘I’m sure my father feared death, and fairly certain my mother didn’t: she feared incapacity and dependence more,’ Barnes writes, aligning himself with his father and placing his older, philosopher brother firmly alongside his mother, while, perhaps a bit disingenuously, affecting to believe in the superiority of those who would put themselves in his mother’s camp. But I don’t think there’s much question of his real position: ‘my fear of death has become an essential part of me, and I would attribute it to the exercise of the imagination; while my brother’s detachment in death’s face is an essential part of him, which he probably ascribes to the exercise of logical thought.’ If it is indeed to be a battle to the death between imagination and logical thought, I would have to hitch a ride with the unimaginative. I don’t think about death very much,  or anyway not about my own. I do deeply and constantly fear the death of several other people, probably because other people’s deaths, their dying and their being dead, have always been easier to imagine than my own. In fact, I don’t think much about my own death or even fear it, I suppose because I am unable to imagine it. How can I imagine myself being unable to imagine myself? But I did catch myself hoping the other day that I might have most of my teeth when I’m dying, if only to spare the sensibility of an onlooker, should there be one. It is a hope all too likely to be thwarted, I’m sorry to say.

If I have no hopes or plans for an afterlife, I do, clearly, have some thought for posterity. And I hate to think that my grandchildren may be obliged to remember me as ‘sans teeth, sans eyes, sans taste, sans everything’. Vanity, no doubt of that. But my absence from my own death and my own funeral robs both of a good deal of interest. My funeral is not, after all, a family occasion I shall be required to organise. And what will be the point of it, anyway, if I’m not at it and not therefore in a position to check who is and who is not?

I can imagine all too easily, on the other hand, the stretch of life preceding death, and its potential for misery, weakness, dependence, though I don’t think about that very much either, probably because I can’t bear to. I am terrified of having nothing to do and no one to talk to. I avoid all articles and programmes advising me to insure myself now for dementia and other debilities, book a place in a home or negotiate a granny flat, let alone join EXIT or look into the  fees, legality and conditions of death-delivering doctors in Switzerland.We can pretty well count on a nasty future, but there’s no need to cover all the possibilities or spend time on it quite yet. The only thing I learned from the longish periods of incapacity suffered by both my parents before they died was that there was no point in planning ahead, because everything could change in a day, and did, and people are as different from each other when they are ill and dying as they ever were. When Simon Gray was told that his lung cancer would kill him, he and his wife decided not to ask for an exact prognosis or timetable, though they were given one anyway. So that the last book he wrote, Coda, which follows the three ‘Smoking Diaries’ - marvellously funny accounts of getting old - is about a year spent dying in the shadow of a doctor’s unasked for and unwelcome prognosis, which fulfils itself with grim precision.

Montaigne thought it madness ‘to expect to die of that failing of our powers brought on by extreme old age . . . Dying of old age is a rare death, unique and out of the normal order and therefore less natural than the others.’ He was fifty-nine, in fact, when he died, a challenge by the standard of the times to his own prediction, though an obituary today would probably describe such a death as happening too tragically soon to allow for the proper or complete fulfilment of his promise.

 

I should come clean. I’m not sure that I really believe that I will be dead one day, any more than I entirely believe that I’m as old as I am. Somewhere, in some part of me, I am still  young and possibly eternal. I wonder whether most of us feel that in essence we are still young, and that the problem with old age is precisely that it comes to define us, blotting out earlier versions of ourselves, standing in for them, taking over. David Rieff, writing about his mother Susan Sontag and her refusal to accept illness and death, says that she ‘came to being ill imbued with a profound sense of being the exception to every rule . . . On a certain level, all modern people who are not utterly beaten down by experience early and whose good fortune is that their tragedies come later in life feel this way.’

I would like to think that everyone has moments when they think of themselves as the exception to the rule, though most people are discouraged from doing so either by religion or common sense.Writing about my own old age is a way of convincing myself that I really am old and that I really will die. Old age has not meant that I have given up on either rage or anxiety, which suggests that I am by no means reconciled to endings or anything else. I still burn with both emotions, and anxiety has become perpetual, though more various with time. I think of fear and worry as constant conditions, though both are capable of peaking almost uncontrollably at times, beyond their normal Plimsoll line. My heart races and thumps, just as it’s said to, at absurdly trivial misfortunes: the least hint of things going wrong with my car, for instance, or with the heating or the washing-machine. But in addition, I imagine the worst things that could happen to my family and friends and sometimes, though less often, to myself. And I imagine them in minute  detail. I try to think of these panics and imaginings as therapeutic, as providing magic protection from their happening in reality, and I hope they do.

 

Most of the clichés about old age are contradictory, as they need to be. There are people who see it as a time of peace, acceptance and the end of strong feeling. One of Alice Munro’s characters wonders whether she might be transformed by age.‘She has seen the look on the faces of certain old people - marooned on islands of their own choosing, clear-sighted, content.’ I do know old people who seem to have reached a plateau of that sort.They are amused, interested, calm, and they appear to have accepted the inevitability of their distance from a great deal of what goes on in the world, though I suspect that they are often secretly irritated by other people’s assumption of that distance, indeed reliance on it.Yet in their desire both to live a good old age and to control the manner of their dying I doubt whether many of them would go quite as far as the old or ill adherents of Jainism in India sometimes do. William Dalrymple talked to a nun about the Jain custom of gently starving yourself to death, a process she firmly distinguishes from suicide:sallekhana is a beautiful thing.There is no distress or cruelty. As nuns our lives are peaceful, and giving up the body should also be peaceful . . . First you fast one day a week, then you eat only on alternate days: one day you take food, the next you fast. One by one, you give up  different types of foodstuffs.You give up rice, then fruits, then vegetables, then juice, then buttermilk. Finally you take only water, and then you have that only on alternate days. Eventually, when you are ready, you give up on that too. If you do it very gradually, there is no suffering at all. The body is cooled down, so that you can concentrate inside on the soul and on erasing all your bad karma.





There is an entirely different version of old age: the old person who is angry, impatient, full of regrets, nostalgia, distrust of the young; and there’s a particular bitterness and resentment such a person may go in for, stored up from the past and sharpened now by powerlessness and by embarrassing and ineffectual efforts to garner and maintain dignity. Dylan Thomas was thirty-seven when he wrote ‘Do Not Go Gentle into That Good Night’ with its injunction that ‘Old age should burn and rave at close of day.’ It was advice I approved of in those days, even though the poor fellow died two years later, when he was not yet forty. It would be hard for most of us to keep up all that burning and raving in our seventies.When the poet Rochester’s young lady praises her elderly lover for not yet being ‘Aking, shaking, Crazy Cold’, ‘crazy’ collects much of what is outlandish, erratic, unpredictable, unreliable about old age: our muddles about time, our even greater muddles reading maps, especially following them upside down and then matching maps to the streets we’re navigating, our failure to recognise places, faces, to remember names. Rochester’s ‘crazy’ is not deranged, or not only that. It means falling to bits, being broken, impaired,  mismatched, jagged, out of kilter.Yeats gets his ‘Crazy Jane’ to speak out, wild and inspired in her old age, and though I claim no kinship there, I recognise her craziness. Robert Burns uses the word tenderly to remind his old farmer’s mare of what they have in common and what is still to come:Yet here to crazy age we’re brought, 
Wi’ something yet.





While Robert Louis Stevenson doesn’t include himself amongThe auld folk wi’ the crazy banes, 
Baith ald an’ puir,



seeing the old rather as figures in a vision or dream of the world’s sufferings.

‘This Life’ is undoubtedly the property of the young, their moment, their acre, their sunlight. But here, wandering through it all, are the old, tottering, awkward, crazy, cackling and zigzagging their way towards the end, but also impudently here in what is after all our time and space too, no longer quite belonging to what we still possess and are possessed by, left stranded by our past, our supposedly best times, and averting our gaze so far as we can from the future.



2

On Not Wanting Things

My favourite sweater, brown and from Gap, is unravelling, on its last legs, in its death throes. I can’t quite throw it away, or not until I’m sure it’s absolutely beyond help, so I wear it to write in and to go swimming, usually with a dark, longsleeved T-shirt under it to disguise or anyway mitigate the holes in its elbows. I’m wearing it now. It needs elbow replacements, as I’ve needed knee replacements. But if I were to go to the department in Peter Jones that sells leather patches to sew on its elbows I’d have to do something about the ragged sleeve ends that I roll up out of the way, and then these improvements would entail doing something about the neck and the bottom of the sweater, and so on and on. It needs, as I need, a clinic where all its drawbacks can be attended to at the same time, where someone could weigh the pros and cons of keeping it alive or letting it go: give an official verdict. Perhaps I would then be able to discard it or give myself over to its total renovation. Or even buy a new one.

This business of not wanting new things is beginning to unnerve me. I have lots of horrible old clothes with all too much wear left in them.They’re relics from when I went to work every day, and I stopped doing that
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