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            ‘An insightful and timely book debunking the myths around ageing, one which will generate compassion and empathy. Ann Ingle paints a beautiful picture of a woman who has lived and continues to live a full, nourishing life. I enjoyed it immensely.’

            Marian Keyes

            
                

            

            ‘Still Here by Ann Ingle is a warm and kind look at living life as an older person. With practical advice on living with chronic conditions and keeping your ageing body moving, along with reminders that life is still something to participate in, not hide away from, Ann brings humour and wisdom to a subject we often ignore. Given Ireland’s increasingly ageing population, this is a timely and entertaining read.’

            Sheila O’Flanagan

            
                

            

            ‘All the usual words one would use to describe Ann Ingle seem superfluous: indomitable, free-spirited, stoic, courageous, smart, kind, generous. There are so many lessons to take from this account of ageing, but the one I take is acceptance. It’s coming for us all, so best be prepared by reading this marvellous, funny, poignant and wise book, and age as gracefully or disgracefully as we like!’

            Liz Nugent
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            To

            Sarah, Brian, Eddie, Rachael, Peter, Róisín, Michael and Katie6
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            Sensim sine sensu aetas senescit

            Without noticing we grow old

            Cicero
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            Author’s note

         

         I am not a doctor, psychologist, physiotherapist, academic, theologian or nutritionist. Please bear in mind that everything I have written here is my own opinion.

         Also, I am writing from the privilege of a white woman living in a relatively enlightened country. I have a large supportive family, a roof over my head and enough money to allow me to live a simple and fulfilled life.

         I am aware that there are many older people living in my community in sad and lonely circumstances. Some are happy in nursing homes, but others, finding themselves far from good neighbours and friends, miss living in their houses. And there are some, unable to get about, suffering from medical conditions that leave them incapacitated. For what it is worth, I send you my love.
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            Prologue

         

         I love to have somewhere to go. Going out to lunch is one of my favourite things to do. The date with my daughter, Róisín, and my agent (oh, how I love saying that), Faith O’Grady, was upon me. 

         It was a chilly October morning, and I was glad the restaurant chosen was close to my bus stop. The venue was Hawksmoor on College Green. I had been there before and knew this was going to be a treat. It has easy access, comfortable chairs and good food. 

         We got the food ordering out of the way first. I went for steak, eggs and chips. The chips are cooked in beef dripping and are delicious. 

         The food arrived and I adjusted my napkin around my neck. This is essential these days, as I seem to have acquired the habit of missing my mouth now and again. I might have ended up with egg yolk dripping down my dress. 

         Egg and chips is one of my favourite meals. I have simple tastes. I concentrated on my food as Róisín and Faith talked. And then, Faith asked me if I was reading anything interesting at the moment. I told her I was halfway through If You Live to 100, You Might as Well Be Happy by Rhee Kun Hoo, 12a Korean bestseller. They were intrigued. I told them it was in some ways very specific to the Korean culture but nevertheless I was enjoying it. ‘So, is he just writing about being old?’ Róisín asked. ‘That’s very interesting,’ Faith said. And simultaneously their eyes were on me. 

         As the conversation progressed, I realised I was talking myself into a job. The winter was coming, the days were getting shorter, sure what else would you be doing? they decided. 

         I had written a couple of articles, from the perspective of an older person, for The Irish Times and they had been well received. But would anyone want to hear about what is going on for me in a whole book? I wondered. It’s not as if I have an exactly exciting lifestyle. They reassured me that lots of people would want to read about me and my goings on. I finished my bread-and-butter pudding and said I’d think about it. 

         On the way home, as I got on to the 140 bus, I began to get cold feet; in fact I was shivering at the prospect. As I sat looking out at the rain, I remembered all those books I had bought over the years and my fascination with the experience of ageing. As the bus jogged along, I thought about Mícheál. 

         Mícheál is my youngest grandchild. He had crept into my bed that morning before school. He snuggled up beside me and asked, ‘What does dead mean, Nanny?’ 

         ‘Just means you’re not here anymore, I replied as I looked at him through sleepy eyes. When will you be dead? was the 13next question. Bear in mind this was all before 8 am.

         ‘I can’t tell you that, Mícheál, I don’t know. Nobody does,’ I replied.

         ‘But where will you die, Nanny?’

         I was about to say, here in this bed, I hope, but I couldn’t put that idea into his head. Instead, I tried to change the subject, but he was on a roll.

         ‘But why do we have to die?’ he said, with a sorry look on his face. I told him that his teddies get ragged and lose their cuddliness and that his cars lose their wheels and stop running and then you stop playing with them. It’s like that with people; we just wear out and have to make way for new toys and human beings.

         He seemed satisfied with that, but there was more on his mind.

         ‘How did you get so old?’ came next.

         How did I get so old? What a question. It has taken me eighty-six long years, but now, looking back, it seems it has gone by in a flash. 

         ‘I was seven once like you,’ I told him. He looked closely at me and thought about that for a minute. ‘You’re beautiful, Nanny,’ he said. Then he left my bed to get ready for school. He loves me and through his small bespectacled eyes he sees me as beautiful. What more could an old woman want?

         As the bus trundled on, my thoughts flew. I could feel a sense of excitement growing. Maybe Faith and Róisín were right. Maybe someone else besides Mícheál wants to know about me and my longevity. After all, at my age, I am on 14death row, and happy to be here. Maybe if I continue to maintain good behaviour, I could last for years. So many more of us are living into old age and, as one of them, I am very grateful. 

         I could tell others of my experience of the process. How it doesn’t happen overnight. And really, it’s not all bad. There is a sense of freedom because nobody is looking at me anymore. My friends, who are living happy and fulfilled lives, are not grumbling, well not too much. Growing older happens to us all and it is important to be prepared. I could help with that. 

         I continued my musing as I got off the bus and headed home. I walked slowly, stick in hand, careful to avoid the puddles. 

         Opening the front door, I went straight to the kitchen and put on the kettle. I needed a strong cup of tea. I always think better with a cup of Barry’s Gold in my hand. 

         Mícheál’s questions that morning about dying had reminded me of when, in my early teenage years, I became upset about the inevitability of death. I think I had just read Little Women or something. My mother consoled me and said that by the time I got old, I’d probably want to die anyway. 

         Well, I am old now but I don’t fancy dying just yet. 

         I sat in my room, tea by my side, and took down my collection of books on the subject of ageing. I opened my phone and looked at my library in Audible and saw more. All those wonderful writers, all that wisdom. There was no 15need for me to write anything. In any case, I could never dream of matching the eloquence of Julian Barnes in Nothing to Be Frightened Of, or have the firsthand experiences of Dr Kathryn Mannix, who wrote With the End in Mind.

         The tattered copy of On Death and Dying by Elisabeth Kübler-Ross, which I bought after my husband died in 1980, stared back at me. It was first published in 1969 and is a classic of the genre. Dr Kübler-Ross proposed the now famous ‘five stages’ model: denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance. She was right. I went through all those stages. It took me three years to reach the last.

         There is no way I could emulate the writers of the books scattered on my desk. I would have to write about my own experience and be authentic. That would be easy because I don’t know any other way. I could write a kind of memoir, from the perspective of an older woman. I could write about forgetting where I put the remote control, or the unmentionables like hairs appearing on my chin and how we all have to die. I could tell a few stories and I might make people laugh. Always a good thing. 

         I finished my tea.

         ‘It’s going to be hard work, you know,’ I said to myself. ‘You can do it,’ I replied.
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            It doesn’t happen overnight

         

         You don’t just wake up one morning and decide you are old. It happens for most of us slowly, even imperceptibly. It is a gradual process that affects not just you but also family and friends as you age together. I have children in their sixties now and a sixty-two-year-old son-in-law who is retired. 

         Retirement was invented by Bismarck in 1881. Before then, you worked until you dropped. Now, retirement is seen as a sign that a person is ‘getting on’. All those euphemisms! Golden years, twilight years, autumn of life, oh please. ‘Over the hill’, ‘old codgers’, ‘old geezers’, and ‘geriatrics’ are some of the more derogatory terms. There are so many names for us, and they do not include ‘wise ones’. 

         In America, we are called senior citizens and in Ireland and Britain OAP’s (old-age pensioners). Sometimes we are referred to as ‘older adults’, and in one London theatre instead of a senior discount they refer to it as ‘super discount’. The world just can’t make up its mind. In truth, 17we just want to be Ann or Maureen, Bill or Joe. We still have names. 

         Gerontologists have categorised the different stages of ageing. Apparently, we are considered ‘young-old’ from sixty-five to seventy-four, ‘old’ from seventy-five to eighty-four and ‘old-old’ from eighty-five and over. According to the United Nations, however, old age begins at sixty. At that age, it is a good idea to start thinking about the onset of old age and what retirement might look like for you. It will come; that day when you wake up and have no job to go to. There may be thirty, maybe forty, years ahead of you but be prepared. 

         I left my last job at sixty-six years of age, kicking and screaming. Unfortunately, FÁS, my state agency employer, required staff to retire at sixty-six. I tried everything, but rules are rules. 

         My daughter the actuary will not countenance the concept of retirement. No doubt she already has a variety of options in place for when the time comes. 

         I wasn’t prepared for retirement in any structured way, which I am annoyed about now. I would have loved to have been able to say that I studied for an MA in creative writing, or some such, and went on to write great works of fiction. Alas, that didn’t happen. 

         Retirement and growing old is a transition, a strange one. We are still ourselves, but not really. It all feels a bit like time travelling. As novelist Aldous Huxley wrote, ‘from age to age, nothing changes, and yet everything is completely different.’18

         I can remember myself at eighteen and would love to be able to talk to that young woman now. I would tell her to be always true to her lovely self and not to worry what other people think. I would quote Eleanor Roosevelt, wife of United States president Franklin D Roosevelt and First Lady, who said, ‘You wouldn’t worry so much about what others think of you if you realised how seldom they do.’ 

         As for me, I am still the same woman; I just happen to look different now. 

         We go through the motions of living and all the time our bodies are deteriorating and we shrink, except for our ears and nose; that’s to do with gravity, I believe. 

         It doesn’t happen overnight, but there are some among us who behave as if it hasn’t happened at all, and fair play to them. 

         On the Internet and in the news, I have read of inspiring older folk such as Ed Whitlock, who at the age of eighty-five ran a marathon; Grandma Moses, who started to paint at the age of seventy-six; and Iggy Pop, who at seventy-nine is still gyrating and divesting himself of his shirt on stage. I could go on about presidents, politicians and entertainers working into their eighties, but I won’t. It would only highlight my own inadequacies and leave me demoralised. It’s never good to compare yourself to others, no matter at what age. 

         I will stop searching the Internet for examples of people who carry on as if being old was not a problem. I admire them all because it’s not easy to cope with the vicissitudes 19of old age and remain happy, sane and willing to run a mile or a country. 

         It was a pure accident that I came into my own in old age. Writer and journalist Paul Howard, a friend who didn’t seem to notice I was old, suggested I ghostwrite a book, an autobiography of Rosemary Smith, the groundbreaking rally and racing driver. He had met Rosemary during his research for his book I Read the News Today, Oh Boy, an inspired telling of the short and tragic life of Tara Browne, heir to the Guinness fortune and sixties icon immortalised in a Beatles song. Rosemary had told Paul that she was looking for someone to write her story. Apparently, others had been engaged to do the task, but, for one reason or another, it hadn’t worked out. Paul thought, because I was the same vintage as Rosemary and dabbled with words, I would be the ideal person.

         He turned out to be right. I ghostwrote Driven at the age of seventy-nine. But don’t ask me to run around the block, follow a knitting pattern, cycle to the mountains or swim a mile in the sea. Each to their own.

         The years take their toll on our bodies and our looks. I hardly know myself when I look in the mirror these days. As I mentioned, it doesn’t do to make comparisons, but when I look at Joan Collins, I do get a little, let’s call it what it is, envious. She is six years older than me and looked dazzling when I saw her on television recently. But then she was an acclaimed beauty at twenty-four, unlike me. I never was.

         I do wonder though what Joan looks like first thing in the 20morning, without the wig and other appendages. She said recently in an interview that she sleeps on her back to avoid squashing her face. I might try it. 

         Enough of all that. I am in awe of friends of my age cooking for themselves, living alone, making scones for their neighbours, knitting, minding their grandchildren, mowing the lawn, playing musical instruments, gardening, travelling and living their lives to the full. It is frustrating, however, when many of us are unable to perform and behave as we would like to due to ill health. 

         Old age comes to us all eventually, if we are lucky. Your turn will come.
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            Who am I?

         

         When, as a mature student, I was trying to gain entry into the hallowed halls of Trinity College, I did a pre-university course in Crumlin College of Further Education. One of the modules was Psychology. I was asked to write an essay entitled ‘Who am I?’ 

         My initial flippant reaction to this philosophical teaser was to say, ‘Depends on what day it is.’ Today, I say in equally facetious terms, ‘Depends on what year it is.’ I am changing all the time. 

         I completed the essay, citing all manner of holistic pathways to finding the answer. I quoted all the leading experts in psychotherapy, counselling and meditation. The last words on the page of that essay read, ‘I have no answer to the question Who am I? Maybe I will know when the last long meditation comes.’ 

         So, no, I can’t say who I am. But I can tell you where I came from and what has happened to me up until now. 

         When I look at my face in the mirror, when I look at my elderly friends, I am only seeing what remains of a lifetime of living. There is a story; everyone has a story. 

         I was born in the German Hospital in the East End of 22London, on 23 August 1939, and named Ann Marguerite Hutton. The Second World War began eleven days later. My eldest brother, Eddie, was fourteen at the time, my other brother, Ron, thirteen and my sister, Joyce, eleven. Eddie and Ron are dead now, but I know they would agree that it was not a happy home. My father was a drinker, a gambler and a womaniser. I have it on good authority that I was named Ann after his latest fling and Marguerite after the midwife who helped my mother deliver me. My mother and father were constantly fighting all through their married life. My mother worshipped my father because, despite his faults, he was charismatic, generous and, in his own sweet way, loveable. 

         I was the apple of my father’s eye. He called me ‘Baby Ann’ long after I was walking and talking. My early childhood is so far away that I can remember only isolated incidents. 

         Eddie was presumed lost at sea during the Normandy landings in 1944. I can see myself now, sobbing, with a photograph of him in his sailor’s uniform in my hand. That was a low point for me as a five-year-old. I was overjoyed to see him when he miraculously returned. Even happier to see the giant-sized tin of peaches that the GIs had given him. 

         I was born into a solidly working-class family. My father wanted better for his little girl and so he removed me from the national school at the age of nine and sent me to Clark’s College. Clark’s was a private school designed to turn out white-collar workers. Looking back, this was not a good move. I might have continued on to grammar school if he 23had left me alone. On the other hand, I wouldn’t be here now writing this book. Everything hangs on a turn of fate. 

         When I left that secretarial college, my first job, at the age of sixteen, was in the administrative offices of the University of London in the West End. This was my first real encounter with people of a different social class. I had left college with excellent typing and shorthand skills. I was just as good at my work as the other girls in the office, but socially I felt ill at ease. I had more in common with the lady who brought the tea around than with my colleagues.

         I was influenced at the time by the man I worked for who introduced me to books by George Orwell, Arnold Bennett and HG Wells. My horizons broadened and I decided that I wanted more from life than sitting behind a typewriter.

         I was nineteen when I asked my still-doting father to subsidise me so that I could go back to school and get more qualifications. I wanted to become a teacher. 

         During the summer holidays, I hitchhiked to Cornwall in Beatnik mode. Polo-neck jumper and blue jeans were de rigueur. It was there in Newquay that I was to meet the man who for the next twenty years would consume me. 

         We married six months after we met. My mother loved my husband, Peter. This was partly down to the way he said her name: ‘Etel’ for Ethel. That together with the fact that she rarely heard her name used anymore because everyone else called her Mum.

         But it wasn’t just the fact that he used her name and the way he said it that endeared her to him. Peter was different. 24He had a curiosity and love of life that was infectious. Peter was an Irishman who had left school at the age of fourteen and gone to England in his late teens. I fell for his dimpled chin, the way he looked at me and his voice. He could sing anything, from Elvis to Pavarotti. 

         Our hasty marriage meant that there was a lot I didn’t know about Peter. In fact, it was only when the priest was taking down our details that he revealed his proper name and age. He had initially told me he was Paddy Byrne and that he was three years older than me. Peter explained that when he first came to England, he took the identity of a neighbour from Dublin, Patrick Byrne, because he was too young to work in the brewery in Sheffield. ‘Sure, everyone calls me Paddy over here anyway,’ he said. ‘No harm.’ 

         I abandoned all thoughts of becoming a teacher and got a job in an estate agent’s. We rented a flat in north London. We were both working and saving, but Peter couldn’t settle. He pined for the sea, the mountains and a social life that could only be found in the public houses of Dublin. He wanted to return to Ireland and I knew he would only be truly happy there. For my part, I didn’t care where I was as long as I was with him. How wonderful it is to be totally consumed with love for a man. Dangerous, but wonderful. 

         We bought a second-hand Austin car, piled all our worldly possessions into it and drove to Holyhead to catch the ferry to Ireland. We arrived in Dublin and moved in with Sarah and Charlie, Peter’s parents, and Tony, their youngest son. Fifteen children had been reared in that house.25

         It wasn’t easy to settle into this new environment. After living in London, Dublin in the 1960s felt like a parochial town not a capital city. As I tried to find my place there, I felt I was constantly watched and monitored. The Valley of the Squinting Windows by Brinsley MacNamara comes to mind. I was a Protestant, an English woman, an outsider. The statue of Our Lady that stood outside the front door kept watch.

         We bought a house on Sandymount Green. Sandymount Strand was just around the corner. It was an ideal place to bring up children. In the space of three years, we became parents to Sarah, Eddie and Brian (twins) and Rachael. I had my hands full, as I was continually told as I walked out with my children.

         Contraception arrived through the back door in Ireland, and Peter, Róisín, Michael and Katie were more acceptably spaced.

         When Sarah, at the age of four, went to the local Catholic school, I undertook a course of instruction. Sister Agnes, who was to become a good friend, taught me all I needed to know, and I became a Catholic.

         I was no longer a member of a minority religion and imagined I was established as part of the wider community. But really I knew it would take more than that because people continually reminded me that my forebears had been responsible for the persecution of the Irish for eight hundred years. 

         I became a naturalised Irish citizen in 1977. I never lost my English accent, which is annoying especially when a taxi 26driver asks me if I am enjoying my holiday. I am happy to say that I now feel Irish. I love being an Irish woman. Yet, there is no question about it; that cockney twang still haunts me. 

         Married life was chaotic. Peter was an unreliable provider, a gambler and he loved a pint of stout or two or three. ‘A bird never flew on one wing,’ he would tell me. He went from job to job, never settling. Eventually, I borrowed money from my brother for a deposit on a car to set Peter up in the taxi business. I thought this would be the end of our financial instability, but I was mistaken. If Peter got a fare to a party, he invited himself along and there was no fear of work after that. He was a constant visitor to Harold’s Cross and Shelbourne Park greyhound tracks. 

         Life was difficult, but we managed. Peter was able to disarm me with a kiss, a song and a smile when I challenged his behaviour. 

         Sadly, everything changed. It crept up gradually until it came to the point when he constantly taunted and accused me of being unfaithful. When I think of it now, it sounds ludicrous. I had six children and hardly had time to brush my teeth. 

         And then one day, after a violent row, my beloved husband hit me. That was the end. 

         I know now that Peter’s behaviour was an early manifestation of his mental illness. He was imagining things that weren’t really happening. His poor head was bringing him to places I couldn’t visit or even imagine. But I didn’t know that at the time and I was frightened.27

         I took my six children, Róisín just a babe in arms, and left. I borrowed money for the journey. We went by ferry to Liverpool and then took the train to Mevagissey in Cornwall, where my parents were then living.

         Peter wrote to me, he telephoned, he said how sorry he was and eventually he came to see us. We reconciled and returned to Ireland after three months. I was happy to be back. Peter loved me again and that was all I wanted
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